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Introduction 


I have always found extremely replusive the common practice of shar- 
ing the main dishes in a Chinese restaurant. So when, recently, I gave 
expression to this replusion and insisted on finishing my plate alone, I 
became the victim of an ironic “wild psychoanalysis” on the part of my 
table neighbor: is not this replusion of mine, this resistance to sharing a 
meal, a symbolic form of the fear of sharing a partner, i.e., of sexual 
promiscuity? The first answer that came to my mind, of course, was a 
variation on de Quincey’s caution against the “art of murder”—the true 
horror is not sexual promiscuity but sharing a Chinese dish: “How many 
people have entered the way of perdition with some innocent gangbang, 
which at the time was of no great importance to them, and ended by 
sharing the main dishes in a Chinese restaurant!” 

Such a shift of accent (an exemplary case of what Freud called “dis- 
placement’) underlies the comical effect of understatement, allegedly 
characteristic of the English sense of humor and so much admired by 
Hitchcock. Yet we are here far from indulging in affected wisecracking: 
the point is rather that this de Quniceyian “displacement” enables us to 
discern the logic of a split which, as a kind of fatal flaw, is at work in 
the Englightenment from its very beginning. That is to say, when, in his 
programmatic text What Is Enlightenment?, Immanuel Kant provides 
the famous definition of Enlightenment as “man’s release from his self- 
incurred tutelage,” i.e., his courage to make use of his understanding 
without direction from another, he supplements the motto “Argue freely!” 
by “Argue as much as you will, and about what you will, but obey!” This 
and not “Do not obey but argue!” is, according to Kant, the Enlighten- 
ment’s answer to the demand of traditional authority, ‘““Do not argue but 
obey!” We must be careful here not to miss what Kant is aiming at—he 
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is not simply restating the common motto of conformism, “In private, 
think whatever you want, but in public, obey the authorities!” but rather 
its opposite: in public, “as a scholar before the reading public,” use your 
reason freely, yet in private (at your post, in your family, i-e., as a cog 
in the social machine) obey authority! This split underlies the famous 
Kantian “conflict of the faculties” between the faculty of philosophy (free 
to indulge in arguing about what it will, yet for that reason cut off from 
social power~the performative force of its discourse being so to speak 
suspended) and the faculties of law and theology (which articulate the 
principles of ideological and political power and are therefore devoid of 
the freedom to argue). The same split occurs already in Descrates who, 
prior to entering the way of universal doubt, established a “provisional 
morality,” a set of rules regulating his everyday existence for the time of 
his philosophical journey: the very first rule emphasizes the need to obey 
the customs and laws of the country into which he was born without 
questioning their authority ... In short, I am free to entertain doubts 
about anything, about the very existence of the universe, yet for all that 
I am compelled to obey the Master—or, as the de Quinceyian version of 
it would run: “How many people have entered the way of perdition with 
some innocent doubt about the existence of the world around them, which 
at the time was of no great importance to them, and ended by treating 
their superiors with insufficient respect!” 

The ideological attitude opened up by this split, of course, is that of 
cynicism, of cynical distance which pertains to the very notion of Enlight- 
enment and which today seems to have reached its apogee: although of- 
ficially undermined, devalorized, authority returns through the sidedoor— 
“we know there is no truth in authority, yet we continue to play its game 
and to obey it in order not to disturb the usual run of things ...” Truth 
is suspended in the name of efficiency: the ultimate legitimization of the 
system is that it works. In Eastern Europe’s now-defunct “really existing 
socialism,” the split was that between a public ritual of obedience and 
private cynical distance, whereas in the West, the cynicism is in a way 
redoubled: we publicly pretend to be free, whereas privately we obey. In 
both cases, we are victims of authority precisely when we think we have 
duped it: the cynical distance is empty, our true place is in the ritual of 
obeying—or, as Kurt Vonnegut put it in his Mother Night: “We are what 
we pretend to be, so we must be careful about what we pretend to be.” 

In contrast to what the media desperately endeavor to convince us, the 
enemy today is not the fundamentalist” but the cynic—even a certain form 
of “deconstructionism” partakes in the universal cynicism by proposing 
amore sophisticated version of the Cartesian “provisional morality”: “In 
theory (in the academic practice of writing) deconstruct as much as you 
will and whatever you will, but in your everyday life, play the predom- 
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inant social game!” The present book was written with a view to bringing 
to public notice the nullity of cynical distance. Its subtitle is not to be 
taken ironically: it simply refers to the two divisions of each chapter. As 
it is indicated by their didactic titles (“Why ...”), the aim of each of the 
five chapters is to elucidate some fundamental Lacanian notion or the- 
oretical complex (letter, woman, repetition, phallus, father). In the first 
division of each chapter, Lacan is “in Hollywood,” i.e., the notion or 
complex in question is explained by way of examples from Hollywood 
or popular culture in general; in the second division, we are “out of 
Hollywood,” i.e., the same notion is elaborated as it is “in itself,” in its 
inherent content. Or, to put it in Hegelese: Hollywood is conceived as a 
“phenomenology” of the Lacanian Spirit, its appearing for the common 
consciousness, whereas the second division is closer to the “logic” qua 
articulation of the notional content in and for itself. 
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Why Does a Letter Always Arrive at Its 
Destination? 


1.1 Death and Sublimation: The Final Scene of City Lights 
The trauma of the voice 


It may seem peculiar, even absurd, to set Chaplin under the sign of 
“death and sublimation”: is not the universe of Chaplin’s films, a universe 
bursting with nonsublime vitality, vulgarity even, the very opposite of a 
damp romantic obsession with death and sublimation? This may be so, 
but things get complicated at a particular point: the point of the intrusion 
of the voice. It is the voice which corrupts the innocence of the silent 
burlesque, of this pre-Oedipal, oral-anal paradise of unbridled devouring 
and destroying, ignorant of death and guilt: “Neither death nor crime 
exist in the polymorphous world of the burlesque where everybody gives 
and receives blows at will, where cream cakes fly and where, in the midst 
of the general laughter, buildings fall down. In this world of pure gesti- 
cularity, which is also the world of cartoons (a substitute for lost slapstick), 
the protagonists are generally immortal ... violence is universal and 
without consequences, there is no guilt.”! 

The voice introduces a fissure into this pre-Oedipal universe of im- 
mortal continuity: it functions as a strange body which smears the in- 
nocent surface of the picture, a ghost-like apparition which can never be 
pinned to a definite visual object; and this changes the whole economy 
of desire, the innocent vulgar vitality of the silent movie is lost, we enter 
the realm of double sense, hidden meaning, repressed desire—the very 
presence of the voice changes the visual surface into something delusive, 
into a lure: “Film was joyous, innocent and dirty. It will become obses- 
sive, fetishistic and ice-cold.”? In other words: film was Chaplinesque, it 
will become Hitchcockian. 
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It is therefore no accident that the advent of the voice, of the talking 
film, introduces a certain duality into Chaplin’s universe: an uncanny 
split of the figure of the tramp. Remember the three great Chaplin talking 
films: The Great Dictator, Monsieur Verdoux, Limelight, distinguished 
by the same melancholic, painful humor. All of them turn on the same 
structural problem: that of an indefinable line of demarcation, ofa certain 
feature, difficult to specify at the level of positive properties, the presence 
or the absence of which changes radically the symbolic status of the object: 


Between the small Jewish barber and the dictator, the difference 
is as negligible as that between their respective moustaches. Yet 
it results in two situations as infinitely remote, as far opposed 
as those of victim and executioner. Likewise, in Monsieur Ver- 
doux, the difference between the two aspects or demeanours of 
the same man, the lady-assassin and the loving husband of a 
paralysed wife, is so thin that all his wife’s intuition is required 
for the premonition that somehow he “changed.” . . . the burning 
question of Limelight is: what is that “nothing,” that sign of 
age, that small difference of triteness, on account of which the 
funny clown’s number changes into a tedious spectacle?? 


This differential feature which cannot be pinned to some positive quality 
is what Lacan calls /e trait unaire, the unary feature: a point of symbolic 
identification to which clings the real of the subject. As long as the subject 
is attached to this feature, we are faced with a charismatic, fascinating 
figure; as soon as this attachment is broken, all that remains is dreary 
remnants. The crucial point, however, not to be missed is how this split 
is conditioned by the arrival of the voice, i.e., by the very fact that the 
figure of the tramp is forced to speak: in The Great Dictator, Hinkel 
speaks, while the Jewish barber remains closer to the mute tramp; in the 
Limelight, the clown on the stage is mute, while the resigned old man 
behind the stage speaks... 

Chaplin’s well-known aversion to sound is thus not to be dismissed as 
a simple nostalgic commitment to a silent paradise; it reveals a far deeper 
than usual knowledge (or at least presentiment) of the disruptive power 
of the voice, of the fact that the voice functions as a foreign body, as a 
kind of parasite introducing a radical split: the advent of the Word throws 
the human animal off balance and makes of him a ridiculous, impotent 
figure, gesticulating and striving desperately for a lost balance. Nowhere 
is this disruptive force of the voice made clearer than in City Lights, in 
this paradox of a silent movie with a sound track: a sound track without 
words, just music and a few typified noises of the objects. It is precisely 
here that death and the sublime erupt with full force. 
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The tramp’s interposition 


In the whole history of cinema, City Lights is perhaps the purest case 
of a film which, so to speak, stakes everything on its final scene—the 
entire film serves ultimately only to prepare for the final, concluding 
moment, and when this moment arrives, when (to use the final phrase 
of Lacan’s “Seminar On ‘The Purloined Letter’ ”) “the letter arrives at 
its destination,’ the film can end at once. The film is thus structured in 
a strictly “teleological” manner, all its elements point toward the final 
moment, the long-awaited culmination; which is why we could also use 
it to question the usual procedure of the deconstruction of teleology: 
perhaps it announces a kind of movement toward the final denouement 
which escapes the teleological economy as depicted (one is even tempted 
to say: reconstructed) in deconstructionist readings.5 

City Lights is a story about a tramp’s love for a blind girl selling flowers 
on a busy street who mistakes him for a rich man. Through a series of 
adventures with an eccentric millionaire who, when drunk, treats the 
tramp extremely kindly, but when sober fails even to recognize him (was 
it here that Brecht found the idea for his Puntilla and his Servant 
Matti?), the tramp gets his hands on the money needed for an operation 
to restore the poor girl’s sight; whereupon he is arrested for theft and 
sentenced to prison. After he has done his time, he wanders around the 
city, alone and desolate; suddenly, he comes across a florist’s shop where 
he sees the girl. The operation was successful and she now runs a thriving 
business, but still awaits the Prince Charming of her dreams, whose chiv- 
alrous gift enabled her sight to be restored. Every time a handsome young 
customer enters her shop, she is filled with hope; and time and again 
disappointed on hearing the voice. The tramp immediately recognizes 
her, whereas she doesn’t recognize him, because all she knows of him is 
his voice and the touch of his hand: all she sees through the window 
(separating them like a screen) is the ridiculous figure of a tramp, a social 
outcast. Upon seeing him lose his rose (a souvenir of her), she never- 
theless takes pity on him, his passionate and desperate gaze stirs her 
compassion; so, not knowing who or what awaits her, still in a cheerful 
and ironic mood (she comments to her mother in the store: ‘I’ve made 
a conquest!”), she steps out on the pavement, gives him a new rose and 
presses a coin into his hand. At this precise moment, as their hands meet, 
she finally recognizes him by his touch. She is immediately sobered and 


asks him: “You?” The tramp nods and, pointing to her eyes, asks her: 
“You can see now?” The girl answers: “Yes, I can see now”; the film ~~ 


then cuts to a medium close-up of the tramp, his eyes filled with dread 
and hope, smiling shyly, uncertain what the girl’s reaction will be, satisfied 
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and at the same time insecure at being so totally exposed to her—and 
this is the end of the movie. 

On the most elementary level, the poetic effect of this scene is based 
on the double meaning of the final exchange: “I can see now” refers to 
the restored physical sight as well as to the fact that the girl sees now her 
Prince Charming for what he really is, a miserable tramp.® This second 
meaning sets us at the very heart of the Lacanian problem: it concerns 
the relation between symbolic identification and the leftover, the re- 
mainder, the object-excrement that escapes it. We could say that the film 
stages what Lacan, in his Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 
calls “separation,” namely the separation between I and a, between the 
Ego Ideal, the subject’s symbolic identification, and the object: the falling 
out, the segregation of the object from the symbolic order.’ 

As Michel Chion pointed out in his brilliant interpretation of City 
Lights,* the fundamental feature of the figure of the tramp is his inter- 
position: he is always interposed between a gaze and its “proper” object, 
fixating upon himself a gaze destined for another, ideal point or object— 
a stain which disturbs “direct” communication between the gaze and its 
“proper” object, leading the straight gaze astray, changing it into a kind 
of squint. Chaplin’s comic strategy consists in variations of this funda- 
mental motif: the tramp accidentally occupies a place which is not his 
own, which is not destined for him—he is mistaken for a rich man or for 
a distinguished guest; on the run from his pursuers, he finds himself on 
a stage, all of a sudden the center of the attention of numerous gazes... 
In Chaplin’s films, we even find a kind of wild theory of the origins of 
comedy from the blindness of the audience, i.e., from such a split caused 
by the mistaken gaze: in The Circus, for example, the tramp, on the run 
from the police, finds himself on a rope at the top of the circus tent; he 
starts to gesticulate wildly, trying to keep his balance, while the audience 
laughs and applauds, mistaking his desperate struggle for survival for a 
comedian’s virtuosity—the origin of comedy is to be sought precisely in 
such cruel blindness, unawareness of the tragic reality of a situation.? 

In the very first scene of City Lights, the tramp assumes such a role 
of stain in the picture: in front of a large audience, the mayor of the city 
unveils a new monument; when he pulls off the white cover, the surprised 
audience discovers the tramp, sleeping calmly in the lap of the gigantic 
statue; awakened by the noise, aware that he is the unexpected focus of 
attention of thousands of eyes, the tramp attempts to descend the statue 
as quickly as possible, his bumbling efforts triggering bursts of laughter 
... The tramp is thus an object ofa gaze aimed at something or somebody 
else: he is mistaken for somebody else and accepted as such, or else—as 
soon as the audience becomes aware of the mistake—he turns into a 
disturbing stain one tries to get rid of as quickly as possible. His basic 
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aspiration (which serves as a clue also for the final scene of City Lights) 
is thus finally to be accepted as “himself,” not as another’s substitute— 
and, as we shall see, the moment when the tramp exposes himself to the 
gaze of the other, offering himself without any support in ideal identifi- 
cation, reduced to his bare existence of objectal remainder, is far more 
ambiguous and risky than it may appear. 
The accident in City Lights that triggers the mistaken identification 
occurs shortly after the beginning. Running from the police, the tramp 
crosses the street by passing through cars that are blocking it ina traffic 
jam; when he steps out of the last car and slams its rear door, the girl 
automatically associates this sound—the slam—with him, this and the 
rich payment—his last coins—that the tramp gives to her for a rose, gen- 
erate in her the image of a benevolent and rich owner of a luxury car. 
Here, a homology with the no-less-famous initial misunderstanding in 
Hitchcock’s North by Northwest offers itself automatically, i.e., the scene 
where, because of a contingent coincidence, Roger O. Thornhill is mis- 
takenly identified as the mysterious American agent George Kaplan (he 
makes a gesture toward the hotel clerk exactly as the clerk enters the 
saloon and cries out: “Phone call for Mr. Kaplan!”): here also, the subject 
accidentally finds himself occupying a certain place in the symbolic net- 
work. However, the parallel goes even further: as is well known, the basic 
paradox of the plot in North by Northwest is that Thornhill is not simply 
mistaken for another person; he is mistaken for somebody who doesn t 
exist at all, for a fictitious agent concocted by the CIA to divert attention 
from its real agent; in other words, Thornhill finds himself occupying, 
filling out, a certain empty place in the structure. And this was also the 
problem which caused so many delays when Chaplin was shooting the 
scene of the mistaken identification: the shooting dragged on for months 
and months. The result didn’t satisfy Chaplin’s demands as long as Chap- 
lin insisted on depicting the rich man for whom the tramp is mistaken 
as a “real person,” as another subject in the film’s diegetic reality; the 
solution came about when Chaplin realized, in a sudden insight, that the 
rich man didn’t have to exist at all, that it was enough for him to be the 
poor girl’s fantasy formation, i.e., that in reality, one person (the tramp) 
was enough. This is also one of the elementary insights of psychoanalysis. 
In the network of intersubjective relations, every one of us is identified 
with, pinned down to, a certain fantasy place in the other’s symbolic 
structure. Psychoanalysis sustains here the exact opposite of the usual, 
commonsense opinion according to which fantasy figures are nothing but 
distorted, combined, or otherwise concocted figures of their “real” 
models, of people of flesh and blood that we’ve met in our experience. 
We can relate to these “people of flesh and blood” only insofar as we are 
able to identify them with a certain place in our symbolic fantasy space, 
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or, to put it in a more pathetic way, only insofar as they fill out a place 
preestablished in our dream—we fall in love with a woman insofar as her 
features coincide with our fantasy figure of a Woman, the “real father” 
is a miserable individual obliged to sustain the burden of the Name of 
the Father, never fully adequate to his symbolic mandate, and so forth.!° 

The function of the tramp is thus literally that of an intercessor, mid- 
dleman, purveyor: a kind of go-between, love messenger, intermediary 
between himself (i.c., his own ideal figure: the fantasy figure of the rich 
Prince Charming in the girl’s imagination) and the girl. Or, insofar as 
this rich man is ironically embodied in the eccentric millionaire, the 
tramp mediates between him and the girl—his function is ultimately to 
transfer the money from the millionaire to the girl (which is why it is 
necessary, from the point of view of the structure, that the millionaire 
and the girl never meet). As Chion showed, this intermediary function 
of the tramp can be detected through the metaphoric interconnection 
between two consecutive scenes which have nothing in common on the 
diegetic level. The first takes place in the restaurant where the tramp is 
treated by the millionaire: he eats spaghetti in his own way, and when a 
coil of confetti falls on his plate, he mistakes it for spaghetti and swallows 
it continuously, rising up, standing on his toes (the confetti hangs from 
the ceiling like a kind of heavenly manna), until the millionaire cuts it 
off; an elementary Oedipal scenario is thus staged—the confetti band is 
a metaphorical umbilical cord linking the tramp to the maternal body, 
and the millionaire acts as a substitute father, cutting his links with the 
mother. In the next scene, we see the tramp at the girl’s place, where she 
asks him to hold the wool for her to coil into a ball; in her blindness, 
she accidently grabs the tip of his woollen underwear which projects from 
his jacket and starts to unfold it by pulling the thread and rolling it up. 
The connection between the two scenes is thus clear: what he received 
from the millionaire, the swallowed food, the endless spaghetti band, he 
now secretes from his belly and gives to the girl. 

And—herein consists our thesis—for that reason, in City Lights, the 
letter twice arrives at its destination, or, to put it another way, the post- 
man rings twice: first, when the tramp succeeds in handing over to the 
girl the rich man’s money, i.e., when he successfully accomplishes his 
mission as the go-between; and second, when the girl recognizes in his 
ridiculous figure the benefactor who rendered possible her operation. The 
letter definitely arrives at its destination when we are no longer able to 
legitimize ourselves as mere mediators, purveyors of the messages of the 
big Other, when we cease to fill out the place of the Ego Ideal in the 
other’s fantasy space, when a separation is achieved between the point 
of ideal identification and the massive weight of our presence outside 
symbolic representation, when we cease to act like placeholders of the 
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Ideal for the other’s gaze—in short, when the other is confronted with 
the remainder left over after we have lost our symbolic support. The 
letter arrives at its destination when we are no longer “fillers” of the 
empty places in another’s fantasy structure, ie., when the other finally 
“opens his eyes” and realizes that the real letter is not the message we 
are supposed to carry but our being itself, the object in us that resists 
symbolization. And it is precisely this separation that takes places in the 
final scene of City Lights. 


The separation 


Up to the end of the film, the tramp is confined to the role of mediatoi, 
circulating between the two figures who, put together, would form an 
ideal couple (the rich man and the poor girl) and thus enabling com- 
munication between them but at the same time being an obstacle to their 
immediate communication, the stain preventing their immediate contact, 
the intruder who is never in his own place. With the final scene, however, 
this game is over: the tramp finally exposes himself in his presence, here 
he is, representing nothing, holding the place of nobody, we must accept 
him or refuse him. And the genius of Chaplin is attested by the fact that 
he decided to end the movie in such a brusque, unexpected way, at the 
very moment of the tramp’s exposure: the film does not answer the ques- 
tion “Will the girl accept him or not?”—The idea that she will and that 
the two of them will live happily ever after has no foundation whatsoever 
in the film. That is to say, for the usual happy ending, we would need 
an additional countershot to that of the tramp looking with hope and 
tremor at the girl: a shot of the girl returning a sign of acceptance, for 
example, and then, perhaps, a shot of the two of them embracing. We 
find nothing of the sort in the film: it is over at the moment of absolute 
uncertainty and openness when the girl—and, together with her, we the 
spectators—is confronted directly with the question of the “love for her 
neighbor”. Is this ridiculous, clumsy creature whose massive presence 
strikes us all of a sudden with an almost unbearable proximity really 
worthy of her love? Will she be able to accept, to take upon herself this 
social outcast that she has got in answer to her ardent desire? And—as 
was pointed out by William Rothman!'—the same question has to be 
asked also in the opposite direction: not only “is there a place in her 
dreams for this ragged creature?” but also “is there still a place in his 
dreams for her, who is now a normal, healthy girl running a successful 
busines?”—in other words, didn’t the tramp feel such a compassionate 
love for her precisely because she was blind, poor, and utterly helpless, 
needing his protective care? Will he still be prepared to accept her now 
when she has every reason to patronize him? When in his L’éthique de 
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la psychanalyse,'* Lacan emphasizes Freud’s restraint toward the Chris- 
tian “love for one’s neighbor,” he has in mind precisely such embarrassing 
dilemmas: it is easy to love the idealized figure of a poor, helpless neigh- 
bor, the starving African or Indian, for example; in other words, it is easy 
to love one’s neighbor as long as he stays far enough from us, as long as 
there is a proper distance separating us. The problem arises at the moment 
when he comes too near us, when we start to feel his suffocating prox- 
imity—at this moment when the neighbor exposes himself to us too much, 
love can suddenly turn into hatred. 

City Lights ends at the very moment of this absolute undecidability 
when, confronted with the other’s proximity as an object, we are forced 
to answer the question “Is he worthy of our love?” or, to use the Lacanian 
formulation, “Is there in him something more than himself, objet petit 
a, a hidden treasure?” We can see here how far we are, at this moment 
when “the letter arrives at its destination,” from the usual notion of 
teleology: far from realizing a predestined telos, this moment marks the 
intrusion of a radical openness in which every ideal support of our ex- 
istence is suspended. This moment is the moment of death and subli- 
mation: when the subject’s presence is exposed outside the symbolic sup- 
port, he “dies” as a member of the symbolic community, his being is no 
longer determined by a place in the symbolic network, it materializes the 
pure Nothingness of the hole, the void in the Other (the symbolic order), 
the void designated, in Lacan, by the German word das Ding, the Thing, 
the pure substance of enjoyment resisting symbolization. The Lacanian 
definition of the sublime object is precisely “an object elevated to the 
dignity of the Thing.” 

When the letter arrives at its destination, the stain spoiling the picture 
is not abolished, effaced: what we are forced to grasp is, on the contrary, 
the fact that the real “message,” the real letter awaiting us is the stain 
itself’ We should perhaps reread Lacan’s “Seminar on ‘The Purloined 
Letter’ ” from this aspect: is not the letter itself ultimately such a stain— 
not a signifier but rather an object resisting symbolization, a surplus, a 
material leftover circulating among the subjects and staining its momen- 
tary possesssor? 

Now, to conclude, we can return to the introductory scene of City Lights 
where the tramp figures as the spot disturbing the picture, as a kind of 
blot on the white marble surface of the statue: in the Lacanian perspective, 
the subject is strictly correlative to this stain on the picture. The only 
proof we have that the picture we are looking at is subjectified is not 
meaningful signs in it but rather the presence of some meaningless stain 
disturbing its harmony. Let us recall what is a kind of counterpart to the 
first scene of City Lights, the final scene of Chaplin’s Limelight, another 
scene in which Chaplin’s body is covered by a white cloth. This scene is 
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unique insofar as it marks the point at which Chaplin and Hitchcock, 
two authors whose artistic universes appear wholly incompatible at the 
level of both form and content, finally meet. That is to say, it seems as 
if Chaplin in Limelight finally discovered the Hitchcockian tracking shot: 
the very first shot of the film is a long tracking shot progressing from the 
establishing shot of an idyllic London street to a closed apartment door 
which leaks deadly gas (signaling the attempted suicide of the young girl 
who lives in the apartment), whereas the last scene of the film contains 
a magnificent backward tracking shot from the close-up of the dead clown 
Calvero behind the stage to the establishing shot of the entire stage where 
the same young girl, now a successful ballerina and his great love, is 
performing. Just before this scene, the dying Calvero expresses to the 
attending doctor his desire to see his love dancing; the doctor taps him 
gently on the shoulders and comforts him: “You shall see her!” There- 
upon Calvero dies, his body is covered by a white sheet, and the camera 
withdraws so that it embraces the dancing girl on the stage, while Calvero 
is reduced to a tiny, barely visible white stain in the background. What 
is here of special significance is the way the ballerina enters the frame: 
from behind the camera, like the birds in the famous “God’s-view” shot 
of Bodega Bay in Hitchcock’s Birds—yet another white stain which ma- 
terializes out of the mysterious intermediate space separating the spec- 
tator from the diegetic reality on the screen ... We encounter here the 
function of the gaze gua object-stain at its purest: the doctor’s forecast 
is fulfilled, presisely insofar as he is dead, i.e., insofar as he cannot see 
her anymore, Calvero looks at her. For that reason, the logic of this 
backward tracking shot is thoroughly Hitchcockian: by way of it, a piece 
of reality is transformed into an amorphous stain (a white blot in the 
background), yet a stain around which the entire field of vision turns, a 
stain which “smears over” the entire field (as in the backward tracking 
shot in Frenzy)—the ballerina is dancing for it, for that stain. 


1.2 Imaginary, Symbolic, Real 


So why does the letter always arrive at its destination? Why could it 
not—sometimes, at least—also fail to reach it?!* Far from attesting to a 
refined theoretical sensitivity, this Derridean reaction to the famous clos- 
ing statement of Lacan’s “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter’ ’’!” rather 
exhibits what we could call a primordial response of common sense: what 
if a letter does not reach its destination? Isn’t it always possible for a 
letter to go astray?!® If, however, the Lacanian theory insists categorically 
that a letter does always arrive at its destination, it is not because of an 
unshakable belief in teleology, in the power of a message to reach its 
preordained goal: Lacan’s exposition of the way a letter arrives at its 
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destination Jays bare the very mechanism of teleological illusion. In other 
words, the very reproach that “a letter can also miss its destination” 
misses its own destination: it misreads the Lacanian thesis, reducing it 
to the traditional teleological circular movement, i.e., to what is precisely 
called in question and subverted by Lacan. A letter always arrives at its 
destination—especially when we have the limit case of a letter without 
addressee, of what is called in German Flaschenpost, a message in a bottle 
thrown into the sea from an island after shipwreck. This case displays at 
its purest and clearest how a letter reaches its true destination the moment 
it is delivered, thrown into the water—its true addressee is namely not 
the empirical other which may receive it or not, but the big Other, the 
symbolic order itself, which receives it the moment the letter is put into 
circulation, i.e., the moment the sender “‘externalizes” his message, de- 
livers it to the Other, the moment the Other takes cognizance of the letter 
and thus disburdens the sender of responsibility for it.'° How, then, spe- 
cifically, does a letter arrive at its destination? How should we conceive 
this thesis of Lacan which usually serves as the crowning evidence for 
his alleged “logocentrism”? The proposition “a letter always arrives at 
its destination” is far from being univocal: it offers itself to a series of 
possible readings*® which could be ordered by means of reference to the 
triad Imaginary, Symbolic, Real. 


Imaginary (mis)recognition 


In a first approach, a letter which “always arrives at its destination” 
points to the logic of recognition/misrecognition (reconnaissance/mécon- 
naissance) elaborated in detail by Louis Althusser and his followers 
(Michel Pécheux):?' the logic by means of which one (mis)recognizes 
oneself as the addressee of ideological interpellation. This illusion con- 
stitutive of the ideological order could be succintly rendered by para- 
phrasing a formula of Barbara Johnson:” “A letter always arrives at its 
destination since its destination is wherever it arrives.” Its underlying 
mechanism was elaborated by Pécheux apropos of jokes of the type: 
“Daddy was born in Manchester, Mummy in Bristol and I in London: 
strange that the three of us should have met!”23 In short, if we look at 
the process backward, from its (contingent) result, the fact that “events 
took precisely this turn’’ couldn’t but appear as uncanny, concealing some 
fateful meaning—as if some mysterious hand had taken care that “the 
letter arrived at its destination,” i.e., that my father and my mother met 
... What we have here is, however, more than a shallow joke, as is attested 
by contemporary physics, where we encounter precisely the same mech- 
anism under the name of the “anthropocentric principle’’: life emerged 
on Earth due to numerous contingencies which created the appropriate 
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conditions (if, for exampie, in Earth’s primeval time the composition of 
soil and air had differed by a small percentage, no life would have been 
possible); so, when physicists endeavor to reconstruct the process cul- 
minating in the appearance of intelligent living beings on Earth, they 
either presuppose that universe was created in order to render possible 
the formation of intelligent beings (the “strong,” overtly teleological an- 
thropocentric principle) or accept a “circular” methodological rule re- 
quiring us to always posit such hypotheses about the primeval state of 
universe as to enable us to deduce its further development toward the 
conditions for the emergence of life (the “weak” version). 

The same logic is also at work in the well-known accident from the 
Arabian Nights: the hero, lost in the desert, quite by chance enters a cave; 
there he finds three old wise men, awoken by his entry, who say to him: 
“Finally, you have arrived! We have been waiting for you for the last 
three hundred years,” as if, behind the contingencies of his life, there was 
a hidden hand of fate which directed him toward the cave in the desert. 
This illusion is produced by a kind of “short circuit” between a place in 
the symbolic network and the contingent element which occupies it: who- 
soever finds himself at this place is the addressee since the addressee is 
not defined by his positive qualities but by the very contingent fact of 
finding himself at this place. Although the religious idea of predestination 
seems to be the very exemplar of the delusive “short circuit”, it simul- 
taneously intimates a foreboding of radical contingency: if God has de- 
cided in advance who will be saved and who will be damned, then my 
salvation or perdition do not depend on my determinate qualities and 
acts but on the place in which—independently of my qualities, that is to 
say: totally by chance, in so far as I’m concerned—I find myself within 
the network of God’s plan. This contingency manifests itself in a para- 
doxical inversion: I’m not damned because I act sinfully, trespassing His 
Commandments, I act sinfully because I’m damned .. . So, we can easily 
imagine God easing His mind when some big sinner commits his crime: 
“Finally, you did it! I have been waiting for it for the whole of your 
miserable life!” And to convince oneself of how this problematic bears 
on psychoanalysis, one has only to remember the crucial role of contin- 
gent encounters in triggering a traumatic crackup of our psychic balance: 
overhearing a passing remark by a friend, witnessing a small unpleasant 
scene, and so forth, can awaken long-forgotten memories and shatter our 
daily life—as Lacan put it, the unconscious trauma repeats itself by means 
of some small, contingent bit of reality. “Fate” in psychoanalysis always 
asserts itself through such contingent encounters, giving rise to the ques- 
tion: “What if I had missed that remark? What if I had taken another 
route and avoided that scene?” Such questioning is, of course, deceitful 
since “a letter always arrives at its destination”: it waits for its moment 
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with patience—if not this, then another contingent little bit of reality will 
sooner or later find itself at this place that awaits it and fire off the trauma. 
This is, ultimately, what Lacan called “the arbitrariness of the signifier.”’4 

To refer to the terms of speech-act theory, the illusion proper to the 
process of interpellation consists in the overlooking of its performative 
dimension: when I recognize myself as the addressee of the call of the 
ideological big Other (Nation, Democracy, Party, God, and so forth), 
when this call “arrives at its destination” in me, I automatically misre- 
cognize that it is this very act of recognition which makes me what I 
have recognized myself as—I don’t recognize myself in it because I’m its 
addressee, I become its addressee the moment I recognize myself in it. 
This is the reason why a letter always reaches its addressee: because one 
becomes its addressee when one is reached. The Derridean reproach that 
a letter can also miss its addressee is therefore simply beside the point: 
it makes sense only insofar as I presuppose that I can be its addressee 
before the letter reaches me—in other words, it presupposes the traditional 
teleological trajectory with a preordained goal. Translated into the terms 
of the joke about my father from Manchester, my mother from Bristol, 
and me from London, the Derridean proposition that a letter can also 
go astray and miss its destination discloses a typical obsessionnal appre- 
hension of what would happen if my father and mother had not come 
across each other—all would have gone wrong, I would not exist ... So, 
far from implying any kind of teleological circle, “‘a letter always arrives 
at its destination” exposes the very mechanism which brings about the 
amazement of “Why me? Why was J chosen?” and thus sets in motion 
the search for a hidden fate that regulates my path. 


Symbolic circuit I: “There is no metalanguage”’ 


On a symbolic level, ‘‘a letter always arrives at its destination” con- 
denses an entire chain (a “family” in the Wittgensteinian sense) of prop- 
ositions: “the sender always receives from the receiver his own message 
in reverse form,” “the repressed always returns,” “the frame itself is 
always being framed by part of its content,” ““we cannot escape the sym- 
bolic debt, it always has to be settled,” which are all ultimately variations 
on the same basic premise that “there is no metalanguage.” So let us 
begin by explaining the impossibility of metalanguage apropos of the 
Hegelian figure of the “Beautiful Soul,” deploring the wicked ways of the 
world from the position of an innocent, impassive victim. The “Beautiful 
Soul” pretends to speak a pure metalanguage, exempted from the cor- 
ruption of the world, thereby concealing the way its own moans and 
groans pariake actively in the corruption it denounces. In his “Interven- 
tion on Transference,”’25 Lacan relies on the dialectic of the “Beautiful 
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Soul” to designate the falsity of the hysterical subjective position: “Dora,” 
Freud’s famous analysand, complains of being reduced to a pure object 
in a play of intersubjective exchanges (her father is allegedly offering her 
to Mister K. as if in compensation for his own flirtation with Miss K.), 
i.e., she presents this exchange as an objective state of things in the face 
of which she is utterly helpless; Freud’s answer is that the function of 
this stance of passive victimization by cruel circumstances is just to con- 
ceal her complicity and collusion—the square of intersubjective exchanges 
can only sustain itself insofar as Dora assumes actively her role of victim, 
of an object of exchange, in other words, insofar as she finds libidinal 
satisfaction in it, insofar as this very renunciation procures for her a kind 
of perverse surplus enjoyment. A hysteric continually complains of how 
he cannot adapt himself to the reality of cruel manipulation, and the 
psychoanalytic answer to it is not “give up your empty dreams, life is 
cruel, accept it as it is” but quite the contrary “your moans and groans 
are false since, by means of them, you are only too well adapted to the 
reality of manipulation and exploitation:” by playing the role of helpless 
victim, the hysteric assumes the subjective position which enables him 
to “blackmail emotionally his environs,” as we would put it in today’s 
jargon. 
This answer, in which the “Beautiful Soul” is confronted with how it 
actually partakes of the wicked ways of the world, closes the circuit of 
communication: in it, the subject/sender receives from the addressee his 
own message in its true form, ie., the true meaning of his moans and 
groans. In other words, in it, the letter that the subject put into circulation 
“arrives at its destination,” which was from the very beginning the sender 
himself: the letter arrives at its destination when the subject is finally 
forced to assume the true consequences of his activity. This is how Lacan, 
in the early 1950s, interpreted the Hegelian dictum about the rationality 
of the real (“What is rational is actual and what is actual is rational yr" 
the true meaning of the subject’s words or deeds—their reasons dis- 
closed by their actual consequences, so the subject has no right to shrink 
back from them and say “But I didn’t mean it!” In this sense, we may 
say that Hitchcock’s Rope is an inherently Hegelian film: the homosexual 
couple strangles their best friend to win recognition from professor Cad- 
dell, their teacher who preaches the right of Supermen to dispose of the 
useless and weak; when Caddell is confronted with the verbatim reali- 
zation of his doctrine—when, in other words, he gets back from the other 
his own message in its inverted, true form, i.e., when the true dimension 
of his own “letter” (teaching) reaches its proper addressee, namely him- 
self—he is shaken and shrinks back from the consequence of his words, 
unprepared to recognize in them his own truth. Lacan defines “hero” as 
the subject who (unlike Caddell and like Oedipus, for example) fully 
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assumes the consequences of his act, that is to say, who does not step 
aside when the arrow that he shot makes its full circle and flies back at 
him-~unlike the rest of us who endeavor to realize our desire without 
paying the price for it: revolutionaries who want Revolution without 
revolution (its bloody reverse). Hitchcock’s benevolent-sadistic playing 
with the spectator takes into account precisely this halfway nature of our 
desiring: he makes the spectator shrink back by confronting him with the 
full consequence of the realization of his desire (‘you want this evil person 
killed? OK, you will have it—with all the nauseating details you wanted 
to pass over in silence . . .”). In short, Hitchcock’s “sadism” corresponds 
exactly to the superego’s “malevolent neutrality:” he is nothing but a 
neutral “purveyor of truth,” giving us only what we wanted, but including 
in the package the part of it that we prefer to ignore. 

This reverse of the subject’s message is its repressed; so it is not difficult 
to see how the impossibility of metalanguage is linked to the return of 
the repressed. “There is no metalanguage”’ insofar as the speaking subject 
is always already spoken, i.e., insofar as he cannot master the effects of 
what he is saying: he always says more than he “intended to say,” and 
this surplus of what is effectively said over the intended meaning puts 
into words the repressed content—in it, “the repressed returns.”2® What 
are Symptoms qua “returns of the repressed”’ if not such slips of the tongue 
by means of which “the letter arrives at its destination,” i.e., by means 
of which the big Other returns to the subject his own message in its true 
form? If, instead of saying “Thereby I proclaim the session open,” I say 
“Thereby I proclaim the session closed,” do I not get, in the most literal 
sense, my own message back in its true, inverted form? So what could, 
at this level, the Derridean notion that a letter can also miss its destination 
mean? That the repressed can also not return—yet by claiming this, we 
entangle ourselves in a naive substantialist notion of the unconscious as 
a positive entity ontologically preceding its “returns,” i.e., symptoms qua 
compromise formations, a notion competently called in question by Der- 
rida himself.?? Here, we cannot but repeat after Lacan: there is no repres- 
sion previous to the return of the repressed; the repressed content does 
not precede its return in symptoms, there is no way to conceive it in its 
purity undistorted by “compromises” that characterize the formation of 
the symptoms.*° 

This brings us to the third variation, that of the frame always being 
framed by part of its content; this formula?! is crucial insofar as it enables 
us to oppose the “logic of the signifier’ to hermeneutics. The aim of the 
hermeneutical] endeavor is to render visible the contours of a “frame,” 
a “horizon” that, precisely by staying invisible, by eluding the subject’s 
grasp, in advance determines its field of vision: what we can see, as well 
as what we cannot see, is always given to us through a historically me- 
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diated frame of preconceits. There is of course nothing pejorative in the 
use of the term “preconceit” here: its status is transcendental, i.e., it 
organizes our experience into a meaningful totality. True, it involves an 
irreducible limitation of our vision, but this finitude is in itself ontolog- 
ically constitutive: the world is open to us only within radical finitude. 
At this level, the impossibility of metalanguage equals the impossibility 
of a neutral point of view enabling us to see things “objectively,” “im- 
partially”: there is no view that is not framed by a historically determined 
horizon of “preunderstanding”. Today, for example, we can ruthlessly 
exploit nature only because nature itself is disclosed to us within a horizon 
that gives it to be seen as raw material at our disposal, in contrast to the 
Greek or medieval notion of nature. The Lacanian “logic of the signifier” 
supplements this hermeneutical thesis with an unheard-of inversion: the 
“horizon of meaning” is always linked, as if by a kind of umbilical cord, 
to a point within the field disclosed by it; the frame of our view is always 
already framed (re-marked) by a part of its content. We can easily rec- 
ognize here the topology of the Moebius band where, as in a kind of 
abyssal inversion, the envelope itself is encased by its interior. 

The best way to exemplify this inversion is via the dialectic of view 
and gaze: in what I see, in what is open to my view, there is always a 
point where “I see nothing,” a point which “makes no sense,” i.e., which 
functions as the picture’s stain—this is the point from which the very 
picture returns the gaze, looks back at me. “A letter arrives at its desti- 
nation” precisely in this point of the picture : here I encounter myself, 
my own objective correlative—here I am, so to speak, inscribed in the 
picture; this ontic “umbilical cord” of the ontological horizon is what is 
unthinkable for the entire philosophical tradition, Heidegger included. 
Therein lies the reason of the uncanny power of psychoanalytical inter- 
pretation: the subject pursues his everyday life within its closed horizon 
of meaning, safe in his distance with respect to the world of objects, 
assured of their meaning (or their insignificance), when, all of a sudden, 
the psychoanalyst pinpoints some tiny detail of no significance whatso- 
ever to the subject, a stain in which the subject “sees nothing’’—a small, 
compulsive gesture or tic, a slip of the tongue or something of that order— 
and says: “You see, this detail is a knot which condenses all you had to 
forget so that you can swim in your everyday certainty, it enframes the 
very frame which confers meaning on your life, it structures the horizon 
within which things make sense to you; if we unknot if, you will lose the 
ground from under your very feet!” It is an experience not unlike that 
rendered in the old Oriental formula: “Thou art that!”—“Your entire fate 
is decided in this idiotic detail!” Or, if we keep ourselves to 2 more formal 
level of the set theory: among the elements of a given set, there is always 
One which overdetermines the specific weight and color of the set as 
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such; among the species of a genus, there is always One which overde- 
termines the very universality of the genus. Apropos of the relationship 
of different kinds of production within its articulated totality, Marx wrote: 


In all forms of society there is one specific kind of production 
which predominates over the rest, whose relations thus assign 
rank and influence to the others. It is a general illumination 
which bathes all the other colours and modifies their particu- 
larity. It is a particular ether which determines the specific grav- 
ity of every being which has materialized within it.2 


Do not these propositions amount to the fact that the very frame of 
production (its totality) is always enframed by a part of its content (by 
one specific kind of production)? 


Symbolic circuit Il: Fate and repetition 


The encounter with “Thou art that!” is of course experienced as an 
encounter with the knot which condenses one’s fate; this brings us to the 
last variation on the theme “a letter always arrives at its destination”: 
one can never escape one’s fate, or, to replace this rather obscurantist 
formulation with a more appropriate psychoanalytic one, the symbolic 
debt has to be repaid. The letter which “arrives at its destination” is also 
a letter of request for outstanding debts; what propels a letter on its 
symbolic circuit is always some outstanding debt. This dimension of fate 
is at work in the very formal structure of Poe’s “The Purloined Letter’: 
isn’t there something distinctly “fateful” in the way the self-experience 
of the main character’s in Poe’s story is determined by the simple “me- 
chanical” shift of their positions within the intersubjective triad of the 
three glances (the first which sees nothing; the second which sees that the 
first sees nothing and deludes itself as to the secrecy of what it hides; the 
third which sees that the two first glances leave what should be hidden 
exposed to whomever would seize it)? In the way, for example, the min- 
ister’s fate is sealed not because of his personal miscalculation or oversight 
but because the simple shift of his position from the third to the second 
glance in the repetition of the initial triad causes his structural blindness? 
Here, we encounter again the mechanism of imaginary (mis)recognition: 
the participants in the play automatically perceive their fate as something 
that pertains to the letter as such in its immediate materiality (“This 
letter is damned, whosoever comes into possession of it is brought to 
ruin!’)—what they misrecognize is that the “curse” is not in the letter as 
such but in the intersubjective network organized around it. However, 
to avoid repeating the played-out analysis of Poe’s story, let us address 
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a formally similar case, the classical Bette Davis melodrama Now, Voy- 
ager, the story of Charlotte Vale, a frustrated spinster, the “ugly duckling” 
of the family, who is pushed into a nervous breakdown by her dom1- 
neering mother, a rich widow.*4 Under the guidance of the benevolent 
Doctor Jacquith, she is cured to emerge as a poised and beautiful woman; 
following his advice, she decides to see life and takes a trip to South 
America. There, she has an affair with a charming married man; he iS, 
however, unable to leave his family for her because of his daughter who 
is on the brink of madness, so Charlotte returns home alone. Soon af- 
terward, she falls into depression and is hospitalized again; in the mental 
asylum, she encounters the daughter of her lover who immediately de- 
velops a traumatic dependence on her. Dr. Jacquith informs Charlotte 
that her lover’s wife died recently, so that they are now free to marry; 
yet he is quick to add that this marriage would be an unbearable shock 
for the daughter—Charlotte is her only support, the only thing standing 
between her and the final slip into madness. Charlotte decides to sacrifice 
her love and to dedicate her life to mothering the unfortunate child; when, 
at the end of the film, her lover asks her for her hand, she promises him 
just deep friendship, refusing his offer with the phrase: “Why reach for 
the moon, when we can have the stars?”—one of the purest and therefore 
most efficient nonsenses in the history of cinema. 
When her lover shows to Charlotte a picture of his family, her attention 
is drawn to a girl sitting aside and staring sadly into the camera, this 
figure arouses her immediate compassion and Charlotte wants to know 
all about her. Why? She identifies with her because she recognizes in her 
her own position, that of the neglected “ugly duckling.” So when, at the 
film’s end, Charlotte sacrifices her love life for the poor girl’s rescue, she 
does not do it out of an abstract sense of duty: the point is rather that 
she conceives the girl’s present situation, when her very survival depends 
on Charlotte, as the exact repetition of her own situation years ago when 
she was at her mother’s mercy. Therein consists the structural homology 
between this film and “The Purloined Letter’: in the course of the story, 
the same intersubjective network is repeated, with the subjects shifting 
to different positions—in both cases, an omnipotent mother holds in her 
hands the daughter’s fate, with the one difference that in the first scene 
it was an evil mother driving the daughter to madness, while in the second 
scene a good mother is given a chance to redeem herself by pulling the 
daughter from the brink. The film displays poetic finesse by conferring 
a double role on Doctor Jacquith: the same person who, in the first scene, 
“sets free’ Charlotte, i.e., opens up to her the perspective of an unchained 
sexual life, appears in the second scene as the bearer of prohibition who 
prevents her marriage by reminding her of her debt. Here, we have the 
“compulsion to repeat” at its purest: Charlotte cannot afford marriage 
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since she must honor her debt. When, finally, she seems freed from the 
nightmare, “fate” (the big Other) confronts her with the price of this 
freedom by putting her into a situation where she herself can destroy the 
young girl’s life. If Charlotte would not sacrifice herself, she would be 
persecuted by the “demons of the past”: her happy marital life would be 
spoiled forever by the memory of the unfortunate child in the asylum 
paying the price, a reminder of how she betrayed her own past. In other 
words, Charlotte does not “sacrifice herself for the other’s happiness”: 
by sacrificing herself, she honors her debt to Aerse/f: So, when she finds 
herself face to face with a broken girl who can be saved only by means 
of her sacrifice, we could again say that ‘“‘a letter arrives at its destina- 
tion.””35 

Within this dimension of the outstanding debt, the role of the letter is 
assumed by an object that circulates among the subjects and, by its very 
circulation, makes out of them a closed intersubjective community. Such 
is the function of the Hitchcockian object: not the decried MacGuffin 
but the tiny “piece of the real’? which keeps the story in motion by finding 
itself “out of place” (stolen, etc.): from the ring in Shadow of a Doubt, 
the cigarette lighter in Strangers on a Train, up to the child in The Man 
Who Knew Too Much who circulates between the two couples. The story 
ends the moment this object “arrives at its destination,” i.e., returns to 
its rightful owner: the moment Guy gets back the lighter (the last shot 
of Strangers on a Train where the lighter falls out of dead Bruno’s un- 
clasped hand), the moment the abducted child returns to the American 
couple (in The Man Who Knew Too Much), etc. This object embodies, 
gives material existence to the lack in the Other, to the constitutive in- 
consistency of the symbolic order: Claude Lévi-Strauss pointed out how 
the very fact of exchange attests a certain structural flaw, an imbalance 
that pertains to the Symbolic, which is why the Lacanian mathem for 
this object is SCA), the signifier of the barred Other. The supreme exemplar 
of such an object is the ring from Richard Wagner’s Ring des Nibelungen, 
this gigantic drama of the unbalanced symbolic exchange. The story opens 
with Alberich stealing the ring from the Rhine maidens, whereby it be- 
comes the source of a curse for its possessors; it ends when the ring is 
thrown back into the Rhine to its rightful owners—the Gods, however, 
pay for this reestablishment of the balance with their twilight, since their 
very existence was founded upon an unsettled debt. 

The imaginary and the symbolic dimension of “a letter always reaching 
its destination” are thus in their very opposition closely connected: the 
first is defined by the imaginary (mis)recognition (a letter arrives at its 
destination insofar as I recognize myself as its addressee, i.e., insofar as 
I find myself in it), whereas the second comprises the concealed truth 
that emerges in the “blind spots” and flaws of the imaginary circle. Let 
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us just recall so-called “applied psychoanalysis,” the standard “psychoan- 
alytic interpretation” of works of art: this procedure always ‘‘finds itself,” 
and the propositions on Oedipus complex, on sublimation, etc., are again 
and again confirmed since the search moves in an imaginary closed circle 
and finds only what it is already looking for—what, in a sense, it already 
has (the network of its theoretical preconceits). A letter traversing the 
symbolic circuit “arrives at its destination” when we experience the ut- 
most futility of this procedure, its utmost failure to touch the inherent 
logic of its object. The way “a letter arrives at its destination” within the 
symbolic circuit therefore implies the structure of a slip, of “success 
through failure”: it reaches us unbeknowst to us. In Agatha Christie’s 
Why Didn’t They Ask Evans?, the young hero and his girl friend find a 
mortally wounded man on the links who, seconds before his death, raises 
his head and says “Why didn’t they ask Evans?” They set out to inves- 
tigate the murder and, long afterward, when the dead man’s mysterious 
phrase is completely forgotten, they concern themselves with the some- 
what peculiar circumstances of the certification of a dying country gentle- 
man’s will: the relatives called as a witness a distant neighbor instead of 
using the servant Evans who was present in the house, so. . . “Why didn’t 
they ask Evans?” Instantaneously, the hero and his girl friend realize that 
their question reproduces verbatim the phrase of the man who died on 
the links—therein consists the clue for his murder. What we have here 
is an exemplary case of how “a letter arrives at its destination’: when, 
in a totally contingent way, it finds its proper place. 

This reference to the letter and its itinerary enables us to distinguish 
between the two modalities of the crowd. When, apropos of his inter- 
pretation of the Freudian dream of Irma’s injection, Lacan speaks of 
“Yimmixion des sujets,” “the inmixing of subjects,” of the moment when 
the subjects lose their individuality by being reduced to little wheels in 
a nonsubjective machinery (in the dream itself, the moment of this re- 
versal is the appearance of the three professors who exculpate Freud by 
enumerating mutually exclusive reasons for the failure of Irma’s treat- 
ment), this machine is of course synonymous with the symbolic order. 
This mode of the crowd is exemplarily depicted in the paintings of Pieter 
Brueghel from the years 1559 and 1560 (Dutch Proverbs, Fight between 
Carnival and Lent, Child Games): the subject is here “beheaded,” “lost 
in the crowd,” yet the transsubjective mechanism which regulates the 
process (games, proverbs, carnivals) is clearly of a symbolic nature: it 
can be unearthed by means of the act of interpretation. In other words, 
it is the signifier which runs the show—through this very confusion and 
blind automatism, the letter nevertheless “arrives at its destination.” 
How? Let us recall Eric Ambler’s spy novel Passage of Arms, the story 
of a poor Chinese in Malaya in the early 1950s, after the breakdown of 
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the Communist insurgency: upon discovering a forgotten hideout of Com- 
munist arms in the jungle, he plans to sell them in order to buy an old 
bus and thus become a small-scale capitalist. He thereby sets in motion 
an unforeseen chain of events which exceed by far his original intent: 
the rich Chinese who buys the arms resells them to an Indonesian pro- 
Communist guerilla, the transaction involves an “innocent” American 
tourist couple, the story moves from Malaya to Bangkok, then to Sumatra, 
yet all this improvisatory texture of accidental encounters brings us back 
to our starting point: at the end, the Chinese becomes the owner of an 
old, ramshackle bus, “the letter arrives at its destination,” as if some 
hidden “cunning of Reason” regulated the chaotic flow of events. Some- 
thing not dissimilar to this is at work in the quartets and quintets of 
Mozart’s great operas; it suffices to mention the finale of Le Nozze di 
Figaro: the persons speak and sing over one another, there is an entire 
network of misapprehensions and false identifications, yet this chaos of 
comic encounters seems to be run by the hidden hand of a benevolent 
destiny which provides for the final reconciliation. An abyss separates 
this ““immixture”’ from, say, the quintet in the third act of Wagner’s 
Meistersinger von Ntirnberg where all the voices efface their differences 
and yield to the same pacifying flow—not to mention the brutal irruption 
of the crowd that follows Hagen’s “call to men (Mdannerruf)’ in the 
second act of Die Gétterddmmerung. The point here is the link between 
this crowd and the prelude to the opera with the sibyls no longer able to 
decipher the future course of events, since the cord of destiny is cut—the 
crowd enters the stage when history is no longer regulated by the texture 
of symbolic destiny, i.e., when the father’s phallic authority is broken 
(one should remember that, the previous evening, Siegfried broke Wo- 
tan’s spear). This crowd, the modern crowd, appeared for the first time 
in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Man of the Crowd”: the anonymous observer 
watches through the windowpane of a cafe (this frame that introduces 
the distance between “inside” and “outside” is crucial here) the turmoil 
of the London evening crowd and decides to follow an old man; at dawn, 
after long hours of walking, it becomes clear that there is nothing to 
discover: “It will be in vain to follow; I shall learn no more of him, nor 
of his deeds.” The old man is thus exposed as the “man of the crowd,” 
the epitome of evil, precisely insofar as he embodies something that 
“doesn’t allow itself to be read’’—es /dsst sich nicht lesen, as Poe himself 
puts itin German. This “resistance to being read” of the crowd designates 
of course the passage from the symbolic register to that of the Real.3¢ 


The real encounter 
The motif of fate has brought us to the very brink of the third level, 


that of the Real: here, “a letter always arrives at its destination” equals 
what “meeting one’s fate” means: “we will all die.” A common prethe- 
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oretical sensitivity enables us to detect the ominous undertone that ae 
to the proposition “a letter always arrives at its destination : the 7 
letter that nobody can evade, that sooner or later reaches us, Le., the 
letter which has each of us as its infallible addressee, is death. We can 
say that we live only in so far as a certain letter (the letter uct 
our death warrant) still wanders around, looking for us. Let us reca the 
ill-famed “poetic” statement of the Iranian president Ali Hamnet apropos 
of the sentence of death pronounced on Salman Rushdie: nothing se 
stop its execution, the bullet is already on its way, sooner or later, : wi 
hit its mark—such is the fate of all and each of us, the bullet with our 
name on it is already shot. Derrida himself emphasizes the lethal di- 
mension of writing: every trace is condemned to its ultimate co. 
Note the fundamental ambiguity of the very word end : “aim” an 
“annihilation”—the closing of the letter’s circuit equals its es 
The crucial point here is that the imaginary, the symbolic, and the ie 
dimension of “a letter always arrives at its destination” are not externa 
to each other: at the end of the imaginary as well as the symbolic itinerary, 
we encounter the Real. As was demonstrated by Lacan apropos of ae S 
dream of Irma’s injection, the dual mirror relationship ate a 
horrifying confrontation with the abyss of the Real, exemplified by the 


flesh of Irma’s throat: 


the flesh one never sees, the foundation of things, the other side 
of the head, of the face, the secretory glands par excellence, the 
flesh from which everything exudes, at the very heart of the 
mystery, the flesh in as much as it is suffering, is formless, in 
as much as its form in itself is something which provokes anx~- 


jety.*” 


The fascinating image of a double is therefore ultimately nothing but a 
mask of horror, its delusive front: when we encounter ourselves, ues - 
counter death. The same horror emerges with the fulfillment of hee ; e 
“destiny,” as is attested by Oedipus: when, at Colonnus, he ¢ ee : 

circuit and paid all his debts, he found himself reduced to a oa oO . p 
bubble burst asunder—a scrap of the real, the leftover of a Sara Ss a 
without any support in the symbolic order. Oedipus realized his destiny 


to that final point which is nothing more than something strictly 
identical to a striking down, a tearing apart, a laceration of him- 
self—he is no longer, no longer anything, at all. And it is at that 
moment that he says the phrase I evoked last time—Am I made 
man in the hour when I cease to be? 
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The unpaid symbolic debt is therefore in a way constitutive of our ex- 
istence: our very symbolic existence is a “compromise formation,” the 
delaying of an encounter. In Max Ophuls’s melodrama Letter from an 
Unknown Woman, this link connecting the symbolic circuit with the 
encounter of the Real is perfectly exemplified. At the very beginning of 
the film “a letter arrives at its destination,” confronting the hero with 
the disavowed truth: what was for him a series of unconnected, ephemeral 
love affairs that he only vaguely remembered destroyed a woman’s life. 
He assumes responsibility for this by means of a suicidal gesture: by 
deciding not to escape and to attend the duel he is certain to lose. 

However, as is indicated in Lacan’s above-quoted reading of the dream 
of Irma’s injection, the Real is not only death but also life: not only the 
pale, frozen, lifeless immobility but also “the flesh from which everything 
exudes,” the life substance in its mucous palpitation. In other words, the 
Freudian duality of life and death drives is not a symbolic opposition 
but a tension, and antagonism, inherent to the presymbolic Real. As 
Lacan points out again and again, the very notion of life is alien to the 
symbolic order. And the name of this life substance that proves a trau- 
matic shock for the symbolic universe is of course enjoyment. The 
ultimate variation on the theme of a letter that always arrives at its 
destination reads therefore: “you can never get rid of the stain of enjoy- 
ment’—the very gesture of renouncing enjoyment produces inevitably a 
surplus enjoyment that Lacan writes down as the “‘object small a.” Ex- 
amples offer themselves in abundance, from the ascetic who can never 
be sure he does not repudiate all worldly goods because of the ostentatious 
and vain satisfaction procured by this very act of sacrifice, to the “sense 
of fulfillment” that overwhelms us when we submit to the totalitarian 
appeal: “Enough of decadent enjoyment! It’s time for sacrifice and re- 
nunciation!” This dialectic of enjoyment and surplus enjoyment—i.e., the 
fact that there is no “substantial” enjoyment preceding the excess of 
surplus enjoyment, that enjoyment itself is a kind of surplus produced 
by renunciation—is perhaps what gives a clue to so-called “primal 
masochism. ’”39 


Such a reading, however, leads beyond Lacan’s “Seminar on ‘The Pur- 
loined Letter, ” which stays within the confines of the “structuralist” 
problematic of a senseless, “mechanical” symbolic order regulating the 
subject’s innermost self-experience. From the perspective of the last years 
of Lacan’s teaching, the letter which circulates among the subjects in 
Poe’s story, determining their position in the intersubjective network, is 
no longer the materialized agency of the signifier but rather an object in 
the strict sense of materialized enjoyment—the stain, the uncanny excess 
that the subjects snatch away from each other, forgetful of how its very 
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possession will mark them with a passive, “feminine” stance that bears 
witness to the confrontation with the object-cause of desire, What ulti- 
mately interrupts the continuous flow of words, what hinders the smooth 
running of the symbolic circuit, is the traumatic presence of the Real: 
when the words suddenly stay out, we have to look not for imaginary 
resistances but for the object that came too close. 
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1982), pp. 49-50. 


2. Ibid., p. 49. 


3. Gilles Deleuze, L’Image-mouvement (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1983), pp. 
234, 236. 


4. Cf. Jacques Lacan, “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter, ” in John P. Muller 
and William J. Richardson, eds., The Purloined Poe (Baltimore and London: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), p. 53. 


5. Among the more recent films which are centered on the efficacy of the final 
scene, mention should be made of Peter Weir’s Dead Poet’s Society: is the 
whole story not a kind of buildup to the final pathetic crescendo when the 
pupils defy the school authorities and express their solidarity with the fired 
teacher by standing on their benches? 


6. The fact that this final dialogue takes place in complete silence—we read the 
words in interposed titles as in silent movies—confers on it an additional 
intensity: it is as if silence itself has begun to speak. An intrusion of the 
voice at this point would ruin the whole effect, more precisely: it would ruin 
its sublime dimension. This scene alone more than justifies Chaplin’s “‘ec- 
centric” decision to produce a silent movie in the era of sound, because the 
whole efficacy of the sequence is due to the fact that we—the spectators— 
know that movies already talk and thus experience this silence as the absence 
of the voice. 


7. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (Lon- 
don: Tavistock Publications, 1977), chapters 17 and 20. 

8. Michel Chion, Les Lumiéres de la ville (Paris: Nathan, 1989). 

9. It should be noted that City Lights itself germinated from a similar idea. It 
was originally to be the story of a father who lost his sight in an accident; 
to avoid the psychic traumatism that knowledge of his blindness would cause 
his small daughter, he pretends that the clumsy acts which result from his 


24 / Why Does a Letter Always Arrive at Its Destination? 


10. 


12: 


13. 


14, 
15. 


blindness (his overturning a chair, his numerous false steps, etc.) are comical 
imitations of a clown, meant to amuse her; unsuspecting of the true state, 


the girl accepts this explanation and laughs heartily at her father’s misad- 
ventures. 


This split between the ideal figure of the rich man and the tramp as the 
ideal figure’s objective support enables us also to locate the paradox of self- 
destructive female curiosity, at work from Richard Wagner to contemporary 
mass culture. That is to say, the plot of Wagner’s Lohengrin turns on Elsa’s 
curiosity: a nameless hero saves her and marries her, but enjoins her not to 
ask him who he is or what is his name (the famous air “Nie solst du mich 
befragen” from act 1)—as soon as she does so, he will be obliged to leave 
her .., Elsa cannot stand it and asks him the fateful question; so, in an even 
more famous air (“In fernem Land,” act 3), Lohengrin tells her that he is 
a knight of the Grail, the son of Parsifal from the castle of Montsalvat, and 
then departs on a swan, while the unfortunate Elsa collapses dead. How not 
to recall here Superman or Batman where we find the same logic? In both 
of these cases, the main female character has a presentiment that her partner 
(the confused journalist in Superman, the eccentric millionaire in Batman) 
is really the mysterious public hero, but the partner puts off as long as 
possible the moment of revelation. What we have here is a kind of forced 
choice attesting to the dimension of castration: man is split, divided into 
the weak everyday fellow with whom sexual relation is possible and the 
bearer of the symbolic mandate, the public hero (knight of the Grail, Super- 
man, Batman); we are thus obliged to choose: as soon as we force the sexual 
partner to reveal his symbolic identity, we are bound to lose him. 

So when Lacan says that the “secret of psychoanalysis” consists in the 
fact that “there is no sexual act, whereas there is sexuality,” the act is to be 
conceived precisely as the performative assumption, by the subject, of his 
symbolic mandate, as in the passage in Hamlet, where the moment when, 
finally—too late—Hamilet is able to act is signaled by his expression “J, Ham- 
let the Dane’: this is what is not possible in the order of sexuality, i.e., as 
soon as the man proclaims his mandate, saying “I... Lohengrin, Batman, 
Superman,” he excludes himself from the domain of sexuality. 


William Rothman, “The ending of ‘City Lights,” in The “T” of the Camera 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 59. 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VI: L’Ethique de la psychanalyse 
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1986). 


Or, to mention an example from western movies: it is easy to love Indians 
portrayed as helpless, brutalized victims, as in The Broken Arrow or Soldier 
Blue, but the situation is far more ambiguous in John Ford’s Fort Apache 
where they are portrayed as victorious, militarily superior, overrunning the 
US cavalry like a blast of wind. 

Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VIT, p. 133. 


It would be interesting to read Limelight as a film which is complementary 
to City Lights: at the end of City Lights, the tramp “begins to live” (is 


16. 


18. 


19. 


Why Does a Letter Always Arrive at Its Destination? / 25 


recognized in his true being), whereas at the end of Limelight, he — a 
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the second ends with the veiling of his body; in the first film, he oe : 
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subject), whereas in the second film he himself turns into a ate ae 
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in the second to her feet (paralysis: the original title of the film ae i 
lights), etc. The two films have thus to be approached in a Lévi-Strau: 
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process, as is attested at the very beginning of the Phenomenology of Spirit 
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dimension contained in its own act of enunciation. 
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characterizes the system of consciousness/preconscious. 
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shape of symptoms, within which the subject does not receive from the 
Other his own message in its true form: that of a psychotic. “A letter arrives 
at its destination” only with the subject entering the circuit of communi- 
cation, i.e., capable of assuming the dialectical relationship toward the Other 
qua locus of truth. However, according to Lacan’s famous formula of the 
psychotic forclusion (“what was foreclosed from the Symbolic returns in the 
Real’), even in psychosis the letter does ultimately reach the subject, namely 
in the form of psychotic “answers of the Real” (hallucinations, etc.). 
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Karl Marx, Grundrisse (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1972), p. 107. 


We rely here on the perspicacious analysis by Elizabeth Cowie, “Fantasia,” 
m/f 9 (1984). 


There is, however, another side to this story: Charlotte’s act of renunciation 
can also be read as an attempt to elude ihe inherent impossibility of the 
sexual relationship by positing an external hindrance to it, thus preserving 
the illusion that without this hindrance, she would be able to enjoy it fully. 
In short, the trick is here the same as that of “courtly love”: “A very refined 
manner to supplant the absence of the sexual relationship by feigning that 
it is us who put the obstacle in its way’’(Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre 
XX: Encore (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1975) p. 65). 


When, with the advent of capitalism, the symbolically structured “com- 
munity” was replaced by the “crowd,” community became in a radical sense 
imagined: our “sense of belonging” does not refer anymore to a community 
we experience as “actual,” but becomes a performative effect brought about 
by the “abstract” media (press, radio, etc.) (cf. Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities London and New York: Verso Books, 1983). Every com- 
munity, from the most “primitive” tribes onward, was of course always 
already “staged” by symbolic rituals; yet it was only with capitalism that 
the community became “imagined” in the precise sense of being dialectically 
opposed to the atomized, ‘“‘actual” economic life. What we have in mind 
here is not only the fact that, in contrast to the precapitalist ethnic com- 
munities, the concept Nation is a product of the expansion of the media 
(the role of the press in eighteenth and ninteenth centuries, Hitler and radio, 
Moral Majority’s TV evangelism, etc.), but that a more refined logic is at 
work from political identification up to TV quiz shows and sexuality. Let 
us recall Stuart Hall’s analysis of Thatcherism’s political appeal (cf. his Hard 
Road to Renewal (London and New York: Verso Books, 1988)): the Thatch- 
erite interpellation succeeded insofar as the individual recognized himself/ 
herself not as a member of some actual community but as a member of the 
imagined community of those who may be “lucky in the next round” by 
way of their individual entrepreneurship. The hope of success, the recog- 
nition of oneself'as the one who may succeed, overshadows the actual success 
and already functions as a success, the same as in a TV quiz show where, 
in a sense, “taking part in it” already is to win: what really matters is not 
the actual gains but being identified as part of the community of those who 
may win. Today, such a logic has penetrated even the most intimate domain 
of sexuality, as attested by the success of “‘minitel” (the network of personal 
computers connected by phone) in France: upon entering the circuit of min- 
itel communication, I choose a pseudonym for myself and then exchange 
the most obscene sexual fantasies with others whom I also know only by 
their pseudonyms. . . The point of it, of course, is that, within this imagined 
community of anonymous participants, everybody knows that these fan- 
tasies will never be “realized’’: gratification is procured by the flow of sig- 
nifiers itself—it is as if ‘“‘minitel” were made to exemplify Lacan’s thesis 
according to which enjoyment is primarily enjoyment in the signifier. It 
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seems therefore that today’s predominant economy of enjoyment repeats 
the paradox of quantum physics where possibility (the possible trajectories 
of a particle) as such possesses a kind of actuality: to imagine a possible 
gratification of desire equals its actual gratification. 


The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book H: The Ego in Freud’s Theory and in 
the Technique of Psychoanalysis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1988), pp. 154-55. 


Ibid, p. 226. 


In other words, if we subtract from enjoyment its surplus, we are left with 
nothing at all; the closest scientific analogy to it is perhaps the notion of 
photon in physics. When physicists refer to the mass ofa particle, they usually 
refer to its mass when it is at rest. Any mass other than a rest mass is called 
relativistic mass; since the mass of a particle increases with velocity, a par- 
ticle can have any number of relativistic masses—the size of its relativistic 
mass depends upon its velocity. The total mass is thus composed of the rest 
mass plus the surplus added by the velocity of its movement. The paradox 
of photons is, however, that they don’t have any rest mass: their rest mass 
equals zero. The photon is thus an object which exists only as a surplus, as 
the acceleration due to its velocity; in a way, it is “without substance”—if 
we subtract the relativistic mass that depends upon its velocity, i.e., if we 
“quiet it down” and attempt to seize it in its state of rest, “as it really is,” 
it dissolves. And it is the same with the “object small a”’ qua surplus en- 
joyment: it exists only in its distorted state (visually, for example, only 
insofar as it is viewed from aside, anamorphotically extended or con- 
tracted)—if we view it “straight,” ‘“‘as it really is,” there is nothing to see. 
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2.1 Why Is Suicide the Only Successful Act? 
The act as an answer of the Real 


The miracle of Roberto Rossellini’s encounter with Ingrid Bergman, 
this true act of grace that stirred his creativity and caused it to take another 
direction, exemplifies in an almost uncanny way how “a letter always 
arrives at its destination.” The background of the story is well known: 
in 1947, at the height of her fame as the leading Hollywood star, Ingrid 
Bergman saw Rossellini’s Open City and Paisan, his two neorealist mas- 
terpieces, in a small New York theater. Deeply affected, she wrote a letter 
to Rossellini which attests to her transferential relationship with him 
even before the two of them met personally—a case of love before first 
sight. She was obsessed by the idea of helping Rossellini gain well-de- 
served international fame by putting her stardom at his disposal; so she 
offered herself for any role, if he had any use for a Swedish actress who 
spoke fluent English, some German and only two words of Italian: “Ti 
amo!” (I love you!) However, a series of accidents almost prevented her 
letter from reaching him: 


An Italian she met in America told her she could reach Rossellini 
by writing to Minerva Studios. Then, the studio headquarters 
burnt down just after her letter arrived; sifting through the ashes, 
they found the letter, but when the studio tried to contact Ros- 
sellini, he kept hanging up, since he was in a dispute with them 
at the time. When the letter finally managed to get to him, he 
had to have his secretary translate it from English—and then 
asked her who Ingrid Bergman was. Once apprised of her in- 
ternational fame, he quickly responded with an urgent telegram 
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on May 8, his birthday, that it was “absolutely true that I 
dreamed to make a film with you.” .. .! 


A lie pure and simple, opportunistic flattery, or was it? What to think 
then of the fact that in Rossellini’s most famous film, Open City from 
1945, the two central negative characters, the lesbian Nazi and the Ge- 
stapo torturer, are named Ingrid and Bergmann? In a way, Rossellini 
effectively had already had dreams on the “Ingrid Bergman” theme... 
What were his thoughts upon receiving a letter signed by a person whose 
name condensed two utter impersonations of evil from his film?? Wasn’t 
this a kind of “answer of the Real” to his reckless playing with film 
illusion, an experience close to that of Casanova when, as if in response 
to his magic prattle, nature reacted with a violent thunderstorm? Ingrid 
Bergman thus entered Rossellini’s life with the traumatic impact of an 
act: although her letter appeared as a shock, the place for her within 
Rossellini’s symbolic space had already been carved out far in advance. 

How should we conceive the notion of act at work here, i.e., the act 
in its suicidal dimension”? Today, it is already part of received wisdom, 
a sign of good manners so to speak, to reject with derision the supposedly 
“naive,” “commonsensical’” opposition of words and acts or things, an 
opposition upon which phrases of the type “you only talk instead of 
acting!” “not only in words, but also in deeds,” and so forth are based. 
Everybody now knows that “we can do things with words”: more than 
forty years have passed since J. L. Austin wrote his standard manual on 
this theme. And indeed, is not the very kernel of psychoanalysis embed- 
ded in the dimension of language as speech act? Is it not confined to this 
dimension by the very fact that it is a ta/king cure, an attempt to reach 
and transform the real of the symptom solely by means of words, i.e., 
without having recourse to an immediate operation on the body (via 
electrotherapy, pharmacotherapy, etc.)? (We can thus determine with pre- 
cision the moment when Wilhelm Reich ceased to be a psychoanalyst: 
when he abandoned the medium of the word and started to rely on bodily 
massage to release neurotic tensions.) And, closer to our domain, does 
not Lacan, at the very moment when he elaborated his notion of the 
autonomous symbolic order, formulate a kind of theory of the speech 
act (performative) avant la lettre? Is not the fundamental proposition of 
his first Seminars that intersubjective reality is composed of utterances 
which, by means of their very act of enunciation, make the subject what 
it asserts to be—utterances of the type “you are my wife, my teacher,” 
and so forth, in other words: interpellations, utterances whereby the sub- 
ject, by recognizing itself in their call, becomes what they purport it to 
be? And is not herein also the accent of Lacan’s conception of the func- 
tional role of remembering past traumas? The point is not to arrive at 
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the factual truth of some long-forgotten event—what is effectively at stake 
here is, quite literally, the recollection of the past, i.e., the way this re- 
membrance of the past bears on the subject’s present position of enun- 
ciation, how it transforms the very place from which the subject speaks 
(is spoken). Herein lies the “effect of truth” intended by the psychoan- 
alytic cure: when I draw a childhood trauma out of the shadowy world 
of “repression” and integrate it with my knowledge, this radically trans- 
forms the symbolic horizon that determines my present “‘self-understand- 
ing”—after accomplishing it, I am not the same subject as before. 

However, it is obvious that Lacan’s thesis on suicide as the only suc- 
cessful act doesn’t enter this frame: the matrix of the act enabling us to 
grasp suicide as the act par excellence is definitely not that of a speech 
act, of a performative. Which is then this matrix? Instead of risking an 
immediate answer, let us return to Rossellini, since his central obsession 
was precisely that of a suicidal, “impossible” act of freedom beyond the 
scope of a performative. 


Germany, Year Zero: The word no longer obliges 


Rossellini was perfectly aware of the crucial role of the performative 
dimension in structuring intersubjective space: an entire series of his films 
is centered on the dialectic of “playing a role,” of assuming performatively 
a symbolic mandate. This dialectic was taken to its extreme in General 
della Rovere, a tragicomic story about Bertone, a petty thief and swindler 
(played by Vittorio de Sica). The story takes place during the German 
occupation of Italy; Bertone is arrested by the Gestapo and forced to 
collaborate. Because of his ressemblance to General della Rovere, the 
legendary partisan leader, he is obliged to pass himself off as della Rovere 
in a prison full of members of the resistance (unbeknownst to the par- 
tisans, the real della Rovere had already been caught and shot by the 
Germans). The idea of the Germans is that Bertone, posing as della 
Rovere, should make inquiries among the prisoners about the organi- 
zation of the resistance and its other leaders. However, events take an 
unforeseen turn when Bertone becomes more and more accustomed to 
his role and ends by insisting on it even at the price of his life: rather 
than give the Germans the names they seek, he lets them shoot him as 
“General della Rovere” ... As Leo Braudy succintly put it, “the impor- 
tance of the film lies in its acceptance of artifice—role-playing, the as- 
sumption of disguise—as a way toward moral truth. ... [This film] in- 
troduces the idea that role-playing and disguise can lead to a liberation 
and realization of the self.” The dialectic at work here is that of symbolic 
identification, of assuming a symbolic mandate: insisting on a false mask 
brings us nearer to a true, authentic subjective position than throwing 
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off the mask and displaying our “true face.” As long as poor Bertone, 
under the pressure of circumstances, just pretends to be della Rovere, 
we have the comic situation of a common little man occupying by chance 
the hero’s place; as soon as he is prepared to forfeit his very life for this 
“role,” the situation acquires tragic dimensions, his very insistence on 
the mask becomes an authentic ethical deed. Such a dialectic—developed 
by Rossellini even more pointedly in his Rise to Power of Louis XIV— 
implies that there is more truth in a mask than in what is hidden beneath 
it: a mask is never simply “just a mask” since it determines the actual 
place we occupy in the intersubjective symbolic network; what is effec- 
tively false and null is our “inner distance” from the mask we wear (the 
“social role” we play), our “true self’ hidden beneath it. The path to an 
authentic subjective position runs therefore “from the outside inward”: 
first, we pretend to be something, we just act as if we are that, till, step 
by step, we actually become it—it is not difficult to recognize in this 
paradox the Pascalian logic of “custom” (“act as if you believe and belief 
will come by itself’). The performative dimension at work here consists 
of the symbolic efficiency of the ‘mask’: wearing a mask actually makes 
us what we feign to be. In other words, the conclusion to be drawn from 
this dialectic is the exact opposite of the common wisdom by which every 
human act (achievement, deed) is ultimately just an act (posture, pre- 
tense): the only authenticity at our disposal is that of impersonation, of 
“taking our act (posture) seriously.”> 

This logic of act qua identification with a mask, qua assuming a sym- 
bolic mandate is, however, overshadowed in Rossellini’s films by another, 
radically heterogeneous logic that comes forth in the moments of epi- 
phany; as a rule, these epiphanies are read in a Christian perspective, as 
moments of grace that agitate and illuminate the hero—but is this really 
the right way to approach them? Let us take a closer look at this question 
by focusing upon three films, all of which are structured as a preparation 
or a reaction to the traumatic moment of epiphany: Germany, Year Zero, 
Stromboli, Europa “51. Each of these films is characterized by a certain 
structure of /ure: it sets a trap to be avoided, i.e., if we perceive it in a 
“spontaneous” way, we are inevitably led astray. 

Germany, Year Zero is a story about Edmund, a boy of ten living with 
his elder sister and sickly father in the ruins of occupied Berlin in the 
summer of 1945, He is left to the street and keeps his family by way of 
petty street crimes and black-market peddling. He falls more and more 
under the influence of his homosexual Nazi teacher, Henning, who fills 
him with lessons on how life is a cruel struggle for survival where one 
must deal mercilessly with the weaklings who are just a burden to us, 
Edmund decides to apply this lesson to his father who constantly moans 
and groans that he will never recover his health and that he wants to die, 
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since he is only a burden to his family: granting his request, he mixes a 
fatal dose of medicine into the father’s glass of milk. After the father’s 
death, he wanders around aimlessly among the ruins of the Berlin streets; 
a group of children refuse to let him join their game, as if they have 
somehow guessed his horrible deed, so he awkwardly plays hopscotch 
alone for a few moments, but he is unable to let himself go in the garme— 
childhood is lost for him, he is already cut off from human community. 
His sister calls him, but he can no longer accept her solace, so he hides 
from her in an abandoned, half-ruined apartment house, walks to the 
second floor, closes his eyes and jumps. The last shot of the film shows 
his tiny body lying amidst the concrete ruins. The scene for which the 
entire film was shot is of course the final wandering of Edmund in the 
ruins of Berlin and his suicide. Wherein lies the meaning of this act? The 
reading which offers itself immediately is quite obvious: the film is a story 
of how the morally corrupted Nazi ideology can spoil even a child’s 
innocence and induce him to accomplish parricide. Once he becomes 
aware of the true dimension of his deed, he kills himself under the pres- 
sure of unbearable guilt. 

Is this reading the only one possible? A closer examination quickly 
reveals a series of uneasy details that disturb this image. True, Edmund 
acts, he passes over to the act, while the teacher just chatters pathetically 
about the right of the strong, so that when Edmund tells him about his 
parricide, the teacher shrinks back in horror. Are we, however, for all 
that, justified in asserting that Edmund simply took the lesson of his 
teacher literally and consequently acted upon it? Was his act really caused 
by the teacher’s word, so that we are concerned with a causal chain linking 
words and deeds? The least we can add is that, by means of his act, 
Edmund not only complies with the teacher’s lesson, “applying” it to his 
own family, but at the same time meets his father’s explicit will to die. 
His act is therefore somehow indeterminable, it cannot be properly lo- 
cated, being at the same time an act of supreme cruelty and cold distance ; 
and an act of boundless love and tenderness, attesting that he is prepared 
to go to extremes to comply with his father’s wishes. This coincidence 
of opposites (cold, methodical cruelty and boundless love) is a point at 
which every “foundation” of acts in “words,” in ideology, fails: this “foun- 
dation” simply falls short of the abyss announced in it. Edmund’s act, 
far from “taking literally” and realizing the most corrupted and cruel 
ideology, implies a certain surplus which eludes the domain of ideology 
as such—it is an act of “‘absolute freedom” which momentarily suspends 
the field of ideological meaning, i.e., which interrupts the link between 
“words” and “deeds.” Precisely by being emptied of every “positive” 
(ideological, psychological) content, Edmund’s act is an act of freedom 
as defined by F. W. J. Schelling: an act founded only in itself, not in any 


36 / Why Is Woman a Symptom of Man? 


kind of ideological “sufficient grounds.’ It is for this reason that in 
Edmund’s parricide, pure evil coincides with the most perfect childish 
innocence: in the very act of murdering his father, Edmund becomes a 
saint. The use of the term “saint” is here not careless: a couple of years 
after Germany, Year Zero, Rossellini shot Francesco, giullare di Dio, a 
film on Saint Francis, in which he put the break of Saint Francis with 
all worldly institutional ties, his return to the state of blessed innocence 
where we “have all” precisely insofar as we have “‘lost all,” in line with 
Edmund’s voidance of and isolation from ordinary human community.’ 
Edmund’s radical “emptying” is displayed by his very reticent way of 
acting, especially in the scene in which he provides his father with the 
glass of poisoned milk. Edmund watches his father with an inexpressive, 
tired, pale gaze, with no trace of fear, compassion, regret, or any other 
sentiment. Any kind of “‘identification’? with Edmund is thereby 
_thwarted—we, the viewers, cannot shiver with Edmund, feel his tension, 
regret, or horror at his act: “Edmund, who in a more conventional film 
would be the focus of audience identification, here seems rather a kind 
of null set, an empty integer, a focal point of effects.”’ The null set, the 
empty integer, these are Lacanian names for the subject of the signifier, 
i.e., for the subject, insofar as it is reduced to an empty place without 
support in imaginary or symbolic identification.’ Edmund is in fact pure, 
“demonic” evil, but what we must bear in mind is that precisely for this 
reason, he embodies the pure spirituality of a will delivered from every 
“pathological” motivation. 

Edmund is excluded from community, “symbolically dead”: not only 
does he find himself excluded from concrete human community, what 
is at stake here is a far more radical experience of exclusion from—of 
asserting a distance with respect to—the big Other itself, the symbolic 
order. What propels him into act is an awareness of the ultimate insuf- 
ficiency and nullity of every ideological foundation: he succeeds in oc- 
cupying that impossible/real empty place where words no longer oblige, 
where their performative power is suspended. This is “Germany, Year 
Zero”: Germany in the year of absolute freedom when the intersubjective 
bond, the engagement of the Word is broken. True, we can call this—the 
distance taken from the Other—also “psychosis,” but what is “psychosis” 
here if not another name for freedom?!° So when, after the parricide, 
Edmund tells his teacher: “You just talked about it, I did it!” this utter- 
ance in no way suggests a shift of responsibility to the teacher, i.e., an 
argument in the manner of “Don’t blame me, it was you who told me 
to proceed this way!” but quite to the contrary, a cold, impassionate 
ascertaining of the above-mentioned absolute gap that separates words 
and deeds. And, following the immanent logic of the film, the acceptance 
of this gap 1s the very opposite of evil embodied in a corrupting, all- 
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pervading voice, most forcefully in the famous scene of Edmund trying 
to sell the record of one of Hitler’s speeches to two British soldiers: he 
puts the record on a portable phonograph and, all of a sudden, Hitler’s 
voice resounds through the debris-filled hallways; the accidental passersby 
grow stiff, marveling at the sudden reappearance of this uncannily fa- 
miliar voice ... It is such a disembodied voice that materializes the 
invisible pervasiveness of the corrupt Nazi ideology, while the entire 
accent of the scene is precisely on the fact that Edmund is not enchanted 
by this or by any of the other ideological voices which bombard him 
from all sides: not only the teacher’s voice, but also his sister’s voice 
offering him the haven of family just before his suicide. What propels 
him to act is no voice, no superego imperative, but precisely the accepted 
distance from all voices.!! 

In this sense, Germany, Year Zero is the exact opposite of Hitchcock’s 
Rope (shot only a year later). The fundamental problem of both films is 
the same: that of the relationship of words and deeds, as exemplified by 
the realization of a dreadful ideology; both films occur as a reaction to 
the traumatic experience of Nazism: the realization of such a monstrous 
ideology, how was it possible? At least in Rope, Hitchcock shrinks from 
the abyss Rossellini was able to confront (which is why Rope is to be 
counted among Hitchcock’s failures): what is wrongly attributed to Ger- 
many, Year Zero is effectively the thesis of Rope. When the homosexual 
couple strangles their best friend, they do it to win recognition from 
professor Caddell, their teacher who preaches the right of Supermen to 
dispose of the useless and weak (the same as Henning in Germany); when 
Caddell is confronted with the literal realization of his doctrine— when, 
following the Lacanian definition of communication, he gets back from 
the other his own message in its inverted, true form—he is shaken and 
shrinks back from the consequence of his words, i.e., he is not prepared 
to recognize in them his own truth (again, the same as Henning in Ger- 
many). Hitchcock, however, remains at this insight: the “rope” from the 
film’s title is the rope linking words and deeds, and the film turns out to 
be an admonition against “playing with words”—never play with dan- 
gerous ideas since you can never be sure that there won’t be a psychotic 
taking them “literally”; nobody in the film, neither the professor nor the 
murderous couple, is capable of breaking this bond and attaining the 
point of freedom.!2 


Europa °51: Escape into guilt 
Edmund’s suicide has therefore nothing whatsoever to do with remorse: 


he just lets himself be drawn into the vertiginous abyss he discovered in 
committing the parricide. And it is the same abyss that swallows the child 
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in Europa ’51, a film which is in many aspects complementary to Ger- 
many. in Germany, the moment of epiphany arrives at the end, it func- 
tions as the denouement, whereas the entire story of Europa consists of 
the display of consequences for its characters of a traumatic “encounter 
with the Real” which takes place at the very beginning. 

Europa ’51is the story of Irene, the wife in a rich Roman family, whose 
young son desperately seeks contact with her, while she is more interested 
in receptions and social life. Her son suddenly attempts suicide (by throw- 
ing himself into the void in the middle of a spiral staircase) and soon 
afterward dies from a blood clot. His death brings about in Irene an all- 
pervasive feeling of guilt, as if it had been her insipid life and neglect of 
her son which drove him to death; she breaks completely with her former 
way of life and sets out to search for new meaning in sacrifice and helping 
people: following the advice of her cousin, a Communist, she gets a low- 
paid job in a factory; she seeks an answer in the Church and tries helping 
the poor and working among them, but nothing can satisfy or appease her. 
When she tries to persuade a small robber from the neighborhood to sur- 
render to the police instead of reporting him herself, she finally transgresses 
the law; the court of law finds her irresponsible due to the shock caused 
by the death of her child and sends her to a psychiatric ward for obser- 
vation. After a series of tests, a cold and distanced psychiatrist proclaims 
her insane; the family leaves her and, at the end of the film, we see her 
alone in a sterile cell, while in front of the hospital, the poor whom she 
tried to help gather and hail her as a new saint... 

The trap laid by the film is the very “obvious” reading according to 
which Irene breaks down because of the unbearable pressure of guilt that 
weighs upon her as soon as she becomes aware that she was deaf to her 
son’s desperate appeal. Read this way, the film is reduced to the usual 
criticism of the so-called “alienation of contemporary society” where the 
noise of bustling social life renders us deaf to the desperate cry of our 
neighbor. If, however, the end of the film, when Irene breaks off all 
worldly family ties and assumes a “saintly” attitude of abandonment, is 
to have any sense, then we must question the authenticity of the very 
guilt which emerges apropos of the son’s suicide: this guilt, far from being 
authentic, functions already as an escape, ie., it conceals a far more 
radical traumatism. In psychoanalytic theory, one talks a lot about the 
transference or the “projection” of guilt, 1.e., about the way the subject 
gets rid of his responsibility via a paranoiac “projection” of guilt onto 
the Other (the Jew, for example); perhaps, we should rather reverse the 
relationship and conceive the very act of assuming guilt as an escape 
from the real traumatism—we don’t only escape from guilt but also escape 
into guilt, take refuge in it. To grasp this paradox, we must relate the 
subjective experience of guilt to the inconsistency of the big Other (the 
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symbolic order), i.¢., to the fact that the big Other is “always already 
dead.” It is in this sense that we should interpret the famous Freudian 
dream about the father who doesn’t know he is dead: his figure persists, 
retains its consistency, till he is told the truth. Therefrom the typical 
obsessional compulsion: I must prevent at any price the Other from 
learning (that it is dead, impotent)—better for me to die that for the Other 
to get to know the horrible truth ... In short, the subject takes the guilt 
upon himself: insofar as he sacrifies himself by assuming the guilt, the 
Other is saved from the devastating knowledge of its inconsistency, im- 
potence, inexistence. Who among us has not had this experience apropos 
of a person toward whom we are in a relationship of transference: better 
for me to assume guilt quickly than for the other’s (father’s, the loved 
woman’s) stupidity, impotence, etc., to come into public view—love is 
easily recognizable precisely by way of this readiness to assume the role 
of the scapegoat.'* The proper way to determine more closely this logic 
of guilt in its relation to the big Other’s inconsistency is via the contra- 
dictory nature of the very notion of big Other. That is to say, in ideological 
discourse, the agency of the big Other is present in two mutually exclusive 
modes. 

First of all, the “big Other” appears as a hidden agency “‘pulling the 
strings,” running the show behind the scenes: divine Providence in Chris- 
tian ideology, the Hegelian “cunning of Reason” (or, rather, the popular 
version of it), the “invisible hand of the market” in the commodity econ- 
omy, the “objective logic of History” in Marxism-Leninism, the “Jewish 
conspiracy” in Nazism, etc. In short, the distance between what we 
wanted to achieve and the effective result of our activity, the surplus of 
the result over the subject’s intention, is again embodied in another agent 
in a kind of meta subject (God, Reason, History, Jew). This reference to 
the big Other is of course in itself radically ambivalent. It can function 
as a quieting and strengthening reassurance (religious confidence in God’s 
will; the Stalinist’s conviction that he is an instrument of historical ne- 
cessity) or as a terrifying paranoiac agency (as in the case of the Nazi 
ideology recognizing behind economic crisis, national humiliation, moral 
degeneration, etc., the same hidden hand of the Jew). These two contra- 
dictory aspects are united in the figure of the psychoanalyst qua “‘subject 
supposed to know” (Lacan): in the psychoanalytic cure, his very presence 
functions as a kind of pawn, it guarantees that the inconsistent string of 

free associations” will retroactively receive meaning. At the same time 
however, the presence of the analyst materializes a menace to the ana: 
lysand’s enjoyment, it threatens to rob him of his enjoyment through the 
dissolution of his symptoms—when the analytic cure approaches its final 
stage, it usually provokes in-the analysand a paranoiac fear that the an- 
alyst is after his innermost treasure, his kernel of secret enjoyment... 
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As can immediately be perceived, the reassuring and the threatening 
aspects are not symmetrically disposed: the supposed subject assures the 
analysand of the meaning and menaces his enjoyment. Both aspects are 
actually already present in the anti-Semitic figure of the Jew who si- 
multaneously guarantees meaning—if we accept the premise of the Jewish 
conspiracy, things suddenly “‘become clear,” we are able to recognize a 
unique pattern behind the apparent economic and moral chaos—and de- 
prives us of our rightful enjoyment. 

The crucial point not to be overlooked is, however, that the ideological 
“big Other” functions at the same time as the precise opposite of the 
hidden agent pulling the strings: the agency of pure semblance, of an 
appearance which is nevertheless essential, i.e., which should be preserved 
at any price. This logic of the essential appearance was carried to the 
extreme in “‘real socialism,” in which the whole system aimed at main- 
taining the appearance of the people united in their support of the Party 
and in the enthusiastic construction of Socialism—ritualized spectacles 
followed one after another in which nobody “really believed” and ev- 
erybody knew that nobody believed, but the Party bureaucrats were none- 
theless uncommonly frightened by the possibility that the appearance of 
belief would disintegrate. They perceived this disintegration as a total 
catastrophe, as the dissolution of the entire social order. The question to 
be asked here is simply: if nobody “really believed,” and if everybody 
knew that nobody believed, what was then the agency, the gaze for whom 
the spectacle of belief was staged? It is here that we encounter the function 
of the “big Other” at its purest. In everyday reality, life may be dreadful 
and dull, but all is well as long as all this remains hidden from the gaze 
of the “big Other.” It is for Ais gaze that the spectacle of the happy and 
enthusiastic people must be staged again and again. If the “big Other” 
in the first meaning of the term functions as a “subject supposed to know,” 
here it functions on the contrary as the “subject supposed. not to know,” 
as the agency from which vulgar everyday reality must be hidden.'5 In 
short, to recall again the Freudian dream of the father who does not know 


that he is dead, what must be kept from the big Other (incarnated in the _ 


gaze of the leader) is the simple fact that he is dead. 

The last terrifying and spectacular example of this compulsive logic of 
the pure appearance is the fall of Ceaucescu. His crucial mistake, probably 
the immediate cause of his downfall, was his decision, after the slaughter 
in Timisoara, to organize a gigantic old-style rally of support in Bucharest 
to prove to the “big Other” that the appearance was still maintained. 
The crowd, however, was no longer prepared to play the game and the 
spell was broken . . . The usual explanation, according to which Ceaucescu 
was a megalomaniac who lost contact with reality, was sincerely con- 
vinced about popular support for his regime and therefore organized the 
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rally obviously falls short. As if the ramified network of the Securitate is 
not evidence enough that, for years, he was systematically preparing to 
crush popular revolt against his rule! Ceaucescu definitely did not believe 
in the support of the people. What he did believe in was the big Other. '* 
Moments like the mass rally in Bucharest when “the spell was broken,” 
i.e., when the “big Other” disintegrated, exemplify perfectly how we can 
lose something we never possessed. Was not the crucial turning point in 
the decomposition of Eastern European “really existing socialism” the 
sudden awareness of the subjects that, in spite of the tremendous force 
of the apparatuses of repression, the Communist party is actually pow- 
erless, that it is only as strong as they, the subjects, make it, that its 
strength is their belief in it? And is this turning point not best rendered 
by the paradox that the Party thus lost what it never had? The paradox 
to be explained is namely the following: the subjects, of course, never 
really believed in the Party, in communism, etc., Party rule was from 
the very beginning experienced as an imposed dictature—if, however, the 
Party never possessed legitimacy in the eyes of the people, how to account 
for the fact that the above-described moment when “the spell was broken” 
was, for all that, experienced as a Joss of legitimacy? The key lies in the 
status of the “big Other” gua the order of “essential appearance”: al- 
though the subjects “‘never really believed in it,” they nevertheless acted 
as if they believed, as if the Party ruled with full legitimacy, they followed 
the “external” ritual, made the proper acclamations when it was neces- 
sary, etc. In other words, what is lost in a loss of what we never possessed 
is the “essential appearance” which ruled our lives. 

It is therefore here, in the relationship to the Communist leader, that 
we encounter the link connecting the guilt with the Other’s inconsistency 
at its purest: if something goes wrong, we can attest our devotion to the 
cause by readily assuming responsibility for the failure and so saving the 
purity of the revolutionary project itself. Perhaps therein consisted also 
the logic of the Stalinist purges, i-e., the mystery of the dedicated Com- 
munists who unhesitatingly confessed to the most horrid counterrevo- 
lutionary crimes: their maneuver was to keep intact the communist idea, 
to prevent the Other from learning the truth and disintegrating. According 
to Lacan, the same mechanism is at work in the experience of “original 
sin”: God did not only die, He was always already dead, He only did 
not always know about it, and the sense of man’s “original sin” is precisely 
to spare Him the experience of his “inexistence” (inconsistency, impo- 
tence) by assuming guilt. The logic of “original sin” is therefore again: 
better for me to be throughout guilty than for Him to learn about His 
death.!’ 

This “inexistence of the Other” that we conceal by all too willingly 
assuming guilt is thus what is at stake in Europa ’S1: at the end of the 
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film, Irene doesn’t simply get rid of her guilt, rather, she experiences her 
guilt itself as a kind of delusive maneuver destined to conceal the on- 
tological void that swallowed her son. Her attempt to take refuge in 
communism and Christianity, the two main ideologies of “Europe 51, 
is thus nothing but a desperate attempt to recover the traumatic encounter 
of the Real (her son’s suicidal act) by means of integrating it into a 
symbolic universe of guilt, locating it within an ideological field, and thus 
conferring meaning upon it: “Irene is therefore attracted by ideological 
constellations which fascinate her as, for the moment, at least, they enable 
her to integrate the scandal of her son’s death into a transcendent logic.”"* 
And what takes place toward the end of the film when Trene assumes the 
subjective position of the saint, ie., of an objectival remainder-excre- 
ment, is precisely separation in the strict Lacanian meaning of the term: 
separation of a (object) from I (symbolic identity), a falling out of the 
object from the symbolic network, the assumption of a distance from the 
symbolic universe. 


Stromboli: The act of freedom 


Separation is also enacted toward the end of Stromboli, the first of 
Rossellini’s Bergman movies. Stromboli is a story about Karin, an Es- 
tonian émigrée who, at the end of the Second World War, finds herself 
in a refugee camp in Italy. After repeated failures to obtain an Argentinian 
visa, she marries a poor Italian fisherman from the volcanic island of 
Stromboli as a last desperate attempt to escape the camp. Life on the 
island goes on within the confines of a closed community where a prim- 
itive patriarchal atmosphere. reigns: there is “authentic” contact with 
nature, but also customary beating of women ... Karin is soon stifled 
by her new life and resolves to run away: she takes a long walk across 
the mountain with the crater to the island’s other shore, where a boat 
leaves for the mainland. As Karin ascends the volcano, however, smoke 
and fumes from the crater surround and choke her and she fades away. 
After this terrifying “encounter with the Real,” the American and Italian 
versions of the film distinctly divide. In the American version (put to- 
gether by RKO against Rossellini’s will), Karin later wakes up to a bright 
morning and descends back toward the village, while an obtrusive voi- 
ceover tells us exactly what to think: “Out of her terror and her suffering, 
Karin had found a great need for God. And she knew now that only in 
her return to the village could she hope for peace.” The Italian version, 
however, where the last word was Rossellini’s, leaves the dilemma open: 
the film ends with Karin repeating offscreen ““My God! Oh merciful God!” 
and with a shot of the billowing smoke of the volcano. Asked if she is 
leaving or returning to the village at the end, Rossellini replied: 
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I don’t know. That would be the beginning of another film. ... 
There is a turning point in every human experience in life— 
which isn’t the end of the experience or of the man, but a turning 
point. My finales are turning points. Then it begins again—but 
as for what it is that begins, I don’t know. 


By this very irresolution of its ending, Stromboli marks the proper di- 
mension of the act: it ends at the precise point at which the act is already 
accomplished, although no action is yet performed. The act done (or, 
more appropriately: endured) by Karin is that of symbolic suicide: an act 
of “losing all,” of withdrawing from symbolic reality, that enables us to 
begin anew from the “zero point,” from that point of absolute freedom 
called by Hegel “abstract negativity.” The moment of this symbolic su- 
icide can be located in a precise way: it takes place between the two 
mentions of God. Karin reaches her lowest point of despair and dejection 
when, on running from the village (the social link), she finds herself 
surrounded by the volcano’s smoke and fumes. In the face of the pri- 
mordial power of the volcano, all social ties pale into insignificance, she 
is reduced to her bare “being there”: running away from the oppressive 
social reality, she encounters something incomparably more horrifying, 
the Real. Sobbing wildly, she cries out: “I'll finish it, but I haven’t the 
courage; I’m afraid.” Then she cries out the name of God twice, but as 
an expression of extreme frustration and exhaustion, and breaks down. 
Fade in to a shot of a quiet, sunny morning; Karin, who fell asleep on 
the crater’s brink, awakens and again says “Oh God!” twice, but the same 
words are now “transformed into an act of homage to the magnificent 
stillness all around her.”° To use Hegelian terms: the previous experience 
of a loss is converted into the Joss of a loss itself—now, she is aware that 
what, a moment ago, she was so afraid to lose, is totally null, Le, is 
already in itself a kind of a loss. We could also say that Karin experiences 
the meaning of God’s tautology: her entire experience could be written 
down as “God is ... God,” denoting the ultimate coincidence of God 
qua all-destructive fury and God qua blissful serenity. After we pass 
through the “zero point” of the symbolic suicide, what a moment ago 
appeared as the whirlpool of rage sweeping away all determinate existence 
changes miraculously into supreme bliss—as soon as we renounce all 
symbolic ties. And the act in the Lacanian sense is nothing but this with- 
drawal by means of which we renounce renunciation itself, becoming 
aware of the fact that we have nothing to lose in a loss.2! What Karin 
didn’t have the courage to finish the previous night is precisely this act 
of symbolic suicide, this withdrawal from symbolic reality which is to be 
opposed strictly to the suicide “in reality.” The latter remains caught in 
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the network of symbolic communication: by killing himself, the subject 
attempts to send a message to the Other, i.e., it is an act that functions 
as an acknowledgment of guilt, a sobering warning, a pathetic appeal (like 
the recent Lithuanian political self-incinerations), whereas the symbolic 
suicide aims to exclude the subject from the very intersubjective circuit. 

The trap laid by Stromboli consists therefore in the reading of its end 
that offers itself as “obvious”: through the experience of epiphany, Karin 
becomes aware of the frivolity and pointlessness of her aversion to the 
damp life in the village; reborn, she calmly accepts her destiny ... How- 
ever, as we have seen, the whole point of Rossellini’s ending is that it 
stops short of this conclusion. What lies ahead of Karin is undoubtedly 
what, in a vulgarly pathetic way, we call “a new life”: sooner or later, 


she will return to the village, make peace with her husband or return to - 


the mainland and assume new symbolic mandates, a new place in the 
community, in one way or another, she will begin again to be active— 
but the film ends before Karin finds her place in a new symbolic identity 
(or reassumes the old one), before the new performative, the new “found- 
ing word.” There is of course something exceptional, excessive even, 
in such an encounter with the Real, with the abyss of the “abstract free- 
dom”: it takes place only in the utmost intimacy of what some call the 
“mystic experience.” The emphasis of Lacan is, however, that such a 
passage through the “zero point” of symbolic suicide is at work in every 
act worthy of this name. What is namely an act??? Why is suicide the act 
par excellence? The act differs from an active intervention (action) in 
that it radically transforms its bearer (agent): the act is not simply some- 
thing I “accomplish”—after an act, I’m literally “not the same as before.” 
In this sense, we could say that the subject “undergoes” the act (“passes 
through” it) rather than “accomplishes” it: in it, the subject is annihilated 
and subsequently reborn (or not), i.e., the act involves a kind of temporary 
eclipse, aphanisis, of the subject. Which is why every act worthy of this 
name is “mad” in the sense of radical unaccountability: by means of it, 
I put at stake everything, including myself, my symbolic identity; the act 
is therefore always a “crime,” a “transgression,” namely of the limit of 
the symbolic community to which I belong. The act is defined by this 
irreducible risk: in its most fundamental dimension, it is always negative, 
i.e., an act of annihilation, of wiping out—we not only don’t know what 
will come out of, its final outcome is ultimately even insignificant, strictly 
secondary in relation to the NO! of the pure act.” 

Today, as communism falls apart everywhere, it is worth recalling the 
act which started it all, an act contemporary to Germany, Year Zero and 
Stromboli: Tito’s “No!” to Stalin in 1948, ie., the split of Yugoslav Com- 
munists with the Moscow-dominated international communist move- 
ment. The negative dimension was here far more decisive than its positive 
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outcome or motivation: what really counted was simply the fact that a 
Communist party which held power said “No!” to Stalin’s hegemony. 
The positive reasons in the name of which this break was accomplished 
were probably not clear to its bearers themselves; we could even risk a 
cynical hypothesis that all later inventions because of which Yugoslavia 
is today in such a mess (worker’s self-management) sprang from the 
desperate attempts of the Party ideologues to “rationalize” the “No!” of 
the pure act, to found it upon some positive ideological project. What 
we must bear in mind here is this hiatus: the break with Stalin was not 
a break in the name of worker’s self-management (as was claimed by 
later apologists), it was an act of pure risk, of refusal, of “persisting on 
one’s own,” and it was only later that this refusal assumed positive, 
determinate existence in the ideological project of self-management. With 
their “No!” to Stalin, Tito and his companions crossed their Rubicon 
without being sure of what awaited them on the other bank, of what 
would become of them. It should also be clear, now, why an act, although 
it belongs to the Real, is possible only against the background of the 
symbolic order: the greatness of an act depends strictly on the place from 
which it was accomplished. In other words, as it has already been pointed 
out by numerous political historians, Tito’s “No!” had such a subversive 
impact only because it was pronounced by a Communist, only because 
he resisted Stalin as a Communist. (For this reason, there was no great 
pressure on Yugoslavia to become part of Western political or military 
alliances.) If Tito had “changed sides,” passed over to the West and 
“restored capitalism,” nothing really subversive would have happened: 

we would simply have had a case of communist defeat in the Cold War, 

the West would have appropriated a part of Stalin’s empire; it was pre- 

cisely by his insistence that he was acting as a Communist that Tito made 

a breach into the communist monolith.25 One of the usual Habermasian 

reproaches to the Lacanian ethic concerns its alleged incompatibility with 

the spirit of polis, of community: is not, in the eyes of Lacan, the ultimate 

ethical achievement the suicidal ecstasy, the full acceptance of our “being 

toward death” which evidently suspends the social dimension? Is not 

every public deed as such a kind of betrayal of the subject’s “authentic” 

desire, i.e., the death drive? We can see, now, where this reproach runs 

short: the “authentic” suicidal gesture and the public deed are not to be 

opposed in an external way, since a “suicidal” gesture, an act, is at the 

very foundation of a new social link. 

With an act, stricto sensu, we can therefore never fully foresee its con- 
sequences, i.e., the way it will transform the existing symbolic space: the 
act 1s a rupture after which ‘nothing remains the same.” Which is why, 
although History can always be explained, accounted for, afterward, we 
can never, as its agents, caught in its flow, foresee its course in advance: 
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we cannot do it insofar as it is not an “objective process” but a process 

continuously interrupted by the scansion of acts. The new (the symbolic 

reality that emerges as the aftermath of an act) is always a state that is 

essentially a by-product,” never the result of advance planning. There 

are numerous examples of such acts: From de Gaulle’s “No!” to Pétain 

and to French capitulation in 1940, Lacan’s dissolution of the Ecole 

freudienne de Paris in 1979, up to the mythical case of the act of transgres- 

sion, Caesar’s crossing of the Rubicon—all of them gestures of a masculine 

leader. However, we shouldn’t forget that the paradigmatic case of such 

an act is feminine. Antigone’s “No!” to Creon, to state power; her act is 

literally suicidal, she excludes herself from the community, whereby she 

offers nothing new, no positive program—she just insists on her uncon- 

ditional demand. Perhaps we should then risk the hypothesis that, ac- 

cording to its inherent logic, the act as real is “feminine,” in contrast to 
the “masculine” performative, i.e., the great founding gesture of a new 
order; in the case of Lacan, his dissolution of the Ecole freudienne would 

_ be “feminine,” and he would pass over to the “masculine” side only by 
his gesture of founding the new Ecole de la Cause. The line should be 
drawn. from Antigone to Simone Weil, the Catholic mystic and French 
resistance fighter who ended her life in London by means of suicidal 
starvation and served Rossellini as the model for Irene in Europa 35 q, 
In this perspective, the difference masculine/feminine no longer coincides 
with that of active/passive, spiritual/sensual, culture/nature, etc. The very 
masculine activity is already an escape from the abysmal dimension of 
the feminine act. The “break with nature” is on the side of woman, and 
man’s compulsive activity is ultimately nothing but a desperate attempt 
to repair the traumatic incision of this rupture. 


2.2 The “Night Of The World” 
Psychoanalysis and German idealism 


By identifying the act as a suspension of constituted reality, as the 
subject’s withdrawal from it, we attain the level at which it becomes 
possible to elaborate the link that connects the psychoanalytic theory of 
drives and the philosophy of German idealism (Fichte, Schelling, Hegel), 
the latter’s notion of reality as something constituted, “posited” by the 
subject. 

The dimension of psychoanalytic theory lost with the ascent of posi- 
tivist ego psychology is the former’s opposition to the commonsensical 
(and at the same time scientific) approach which accepts so-called “ex- 
ternal reality” as such, as something given in advance, and reduces the 
problem of the “psychical apparatus” to the question of how (if at all) 
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this apparatus succeeds in accommodating itself to reality, in connecting, 
“coupling” with it. In this perspective, the definition of “normalcy” is a 
psychical apparatus open to reality, whereas the psyche is “pathogenic” 
if, instead of establishing proper contact with reality, it builds its own 
“disjointed” universe. It was of course the classical Marxist criticism of 
“conformist” psychoanalysis which opposed itself to such a notion of 
reality: the “reality” to which conformist psychoanalysis refers as a norm 
of psychic “sanity” is not neutral reality as such, but the historically 
specified form of social reality. By offering as its ideal the subject “‘ad- 
Justed to reality,” conformist psychoanalysis makes itself subservient to 
existing social reality, to its relations of domination, categorizing critical 
distance from it as “pathological.” 

The scope of this criticism is, however, limited by the fact that it still 
retains the notion of accordance of psychic apparatus with reality, al- 
though only as a “regulative idea” to be realized in the nonalienated 
society to come. A step further (or a step backward into a nonhistorical 
absolutization of the split, if we look at it with the eyes of the above- 
mentioned Marxist criticism) was already accomplished by Freud him- 
self, whose theoretical starting point was an original, irreducible, so to 
speak constitutive discord between the logic of the psychic apparatus and 
the demands of reality: it is because of this discord that “discontent in 
civilization” is something that defines the condition humaine as such. 
“By its own nature,” the psychic apparatus is not adjusted to reality: it 
runs following the “pleasure principle” which cares nothing for the lim- 
itations imposed by reality; thereupon, the conditions of self-preservation 
enforce upon the psychic apparatus a renunciation of the absolute pre- 
dominance of the “pleasure principle,” its transformation into the “reality 
principle.” The point not to be missed here is that the reign of the “reality 
principle” is not something that the psychic apparatus could arrive at 
following the immanent, spontaneous path of “maturation,” but some- 
thing imposed, extorted by means of a series of traumatic cuts (“com- 
plexes,” integrations of losses): our most “natural” openness to reality 
implies that the prohibitions which exert pressure upon the inherent logic 
of the psychic apparatus have successfully broken it down and become 
our “second nature.” 

However, even such a notion of the irreducible discord between the 
psychic apparatus “spontaneously” striving for the reign of a pure “plea- 
sure principle” and the demands of reality still accepts “reality” as some- 
thing simply given in advance, as a positive entity independent of the 
psychic apparatus, which, from without, exerts its pressure and disturbs 
the balanced functioning of the psyche, True, we are thus far from any 
kind of preestablished harmony between the psychic apparatus and real- 
ity: the focal object of psychoanalytic theory is the traumatic process by 
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means of which the psychic apparatus is forced out of the closed circuit 
of the “pleasure principle” and into connecting with reality; yet “reality” 
is still simply here, given in advance as that to which the psyche must 
adjust itself. By introducing the dimension of “beyond the pleasure prin- 
ciple,” the late Freud accomplishes here two further steps which—insofar 
as we think out all their consequences, as was done by Lacan—change 
completely the picture presented above. The hypothesis ofa “death drive” 
concerns directly this point: its implication is that the foreign body, the 
intruder which disturbs the harmonious circuit of the psychic apparatus 
run by the “pleasure principle,” is not something external to it but strictly 
inherent to it: there is something in the very immanent functioning of 
the psyche, notwithstanding the pressure of “external reality,” which re- 
sists full satisfaction. In other words, even if the psychic apparatus is 
entirely left to itself, it will not attain the balance for which the “pleasure 
principle” strives, but will continue to circulate around a traumatic in- 
truder in its interior—the limit upon which the “‘pleasure principle” stum- 
bles is internal to it.2? The Lacanian mathem for this foreign body, for 
this “internal limit,” is of course objet petit a: objet a is the reef, the 
obstacle which interrupts the closed circuit of the “pleasure principle” 
and derails its balanced movement—or, to refer to Lacan’s elementary 
scheme: 


And the final step to be taken is to grasp this inherent impediment in its 
positive dimension: true, the objet a prevents the circle of pleasure from 
closing, it introduces an irreducible displeasure, but the psychic apparatus 
finds a sort of perverse pleasure in this displeasure itself, in the never- 
ending, repeated circulation around the unattainable, always missed ob- 
ject. The Lacanian name for this “pleasure in pain” is of course enjoyment 
(Gjouissance), and the circular movement which finds satisfaction in failing 
again and again to attain the object, the movement whose true aim co- 
incides therefore with its very path toward the goal, is the Freudian drive. 
The space of the drive is such a paradoxical, curved space: the objet a is 
not a positive entity existing in space, it is ultimately nothing but a certain 
curvature of the space itself which causes us to make a bend precisely 
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when we want to get directly at the object. It is for this reason that Lacan 
was so fascinated by the paradoxes of courtly love: the lady is such a 
paradoxical object which curves the space of desire, i.e., which offers us 
as the way to attain it only endless detours and ordeals—more precisely, 
the lady is in herself nothing at all, a pure semblance which just mater- 
ializes the curvature of the space of desire.2* The resemblance of the 
depicted Lacanian scheme to a cross section of an eye is by no means 
accidental: objet a effectively functions as a rift in the closed circle of the 
psychic apparatus governed by the “pleasure principle,” a rift which “‘de- 
rails” it and forces it to “cast a look on the world,” to take into account 
reality. This is how we should conceive Lacan’s thesis that objet a serves 
as a support to reality: access to what we call “reality” is open to the 
subject via the rift in the closed circuit of the “pleasure principle,” via 
the embarrassing intruder in its midst. The place of “reality” within the 
psychic economy is that of an “excess,” of a surplus which disturbs and 
blocks from within the autarky of the self-contained balance of the psychic 
apparatus—“reality” as the external necessity which forces the psychic 
apparatus to renounce the exclusive rule of the “pleasure principle” is 
correlative to this inner stumbling block.” 

How should we then conceive the relationship between objet a, this 
strange body in the very heart of the psychic apparatus, and so-called 
“external reality’? The crucial point not to be missed is that objet a 
functions as the inherent, internal “excess” which impedes from within 
the “smooth running” of the psychic apparatus, as its immanent antag- 
onism, whereas reality always, by definition, appears as an external limit; 
the Lacanian name for such an internal self-impediment is, of course, 
the Real. The radical conclusion to be drawn from it is that—contrary to 
the commonsensical external opposition of “pleasure principle’ and 
“reality principle” (upheld also by the early Freud)—“reality” is not some- 
thing given in advance but something the ontological status of which is 
in a way secondary, in other words: something constituted in the precise 
meaning this term acquired in German idealism. What we call “‘(external) 
reality” constitutes itself by means of a primordial act of “rejection”: the 
subject “rejects,” “externalizes” its immanent self-impediment, the vi- 
cious circle of the drive antagonism, into the “external” opposition be- 
tween the demand of its drives and those of the opposed reality. It is 
here that, within psychoanalysis, the achievement of German idealism 
“returns” what was “repressed” in post-Hegelian thought: the process of 
constitution gua the subject’s prehistory, i.c., what must have gone on 
before the subject could establish a relationship with “external reality”— 
the process which, with Fichte, acquires the form of the I’s absolute act 
of positing (of itself as) the object, and which, with Schelling, appears as 


50 / Why Is Woman a Symptom of Man? 


the antagonism of God’s prehistory, resolved when God speaks out his 
Word. 


The fiction of reality 


Psychoanalysis thus conceives “reality” as something constituted, 
“posited” by the subject, in the precise meaning this term acquired in 
German idealism. The “year zero” from the title of the Rossellini’s film 
is that “dark passage” through the zero point, that “eclipse of (constituted) 
reality,” that withdrawal of the subject into itself, that “night of the 
world,” the experience of the pure self qua “abstract negativity,” about 
which Hegel speaks in a manuscript for the Realphilosophie of 1805- 
1806: 


The human being is this night, this empty nothing, that contains 
everything in its simplicity—an unending wealth of many pre- 
sentations, images, of which none happens to occur to him—or 
which are not present. This night, the inner of nature, that exists 
here—pure self—in phantasmagorical presentations, is night all 
around it, here shoots a bloody head—there another white shape, 
suddenly here before it, and just so disappears. One catches sight 
of this night when one looks human beings in the eye—into a 
night that becomes awful . . .° 


And the symbolic order, the universe of the Word, emerges only against 
the background of the experience of this abyss, as is demonstrated by 
Hegel in the same manuscripts, when he points out that this inwardness 
of the pure self “must enter also into existence, object becoming, opposite 
this innerness to be external; return to being. This is language as name- 
giving power. ... Through the name the object as individual being is 
born out of the I.” 

The first association that comes to mind apropos of these fragments 
is of course the traditional “deconstructionist” reproach to Hegel: true, 
Hegel acknowledges this radical withdrawal of the subject into itself, this 
“night of the world,” but only as a passing moment which is quickly 
sublated (aufgehoben) in a new spiritual reality of names—negativity is 
thus again reduced to a vanishing point within the self-mediation of the 
Spirit ... However, such a reading, in spite of its convincing, even self- 
evident character—in a series of his statements, Hegel seems to purport 
it in an unequivocal way—falls short of the crucial accent of Hegel: the 
experience of “abstract negativity,” the “psychotic” withdrawal of the 
subject into self (the “night of the world”), is not a passing moment, 
sublated in the final result of the dialectical movement, the positive ar- 
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ticulation of concrete content—the point is rather that this very concrete 
articulation of the positive spiritual content is nothing but a form in 
which the radical negativity (the “night of the world”) assumes determinate 
being. In the famous paragraph 32 of the Preface to the Phenomenology 
of Spirit, Hegel says precisely this when he praises the power of Under- 
standing; 


the most astonishing and mightiest of powers, or rather the ab- 
solute power. The circle that remains self-enclosed and, like sub- 
stance, holds its moments together, is an immediate relationship, 
one therefore which has nothing astonishing about it. But that 
an accident as such, detached from what circumscribes it, what 
is bound and is actual only in its context with others, should 
attain an existence of its own and a separate freedom—this is 
the tremendous power of the negative; it is the energy of thought, 
of the pure “I.” Death, if that is what we want to call this non- 
actuality, is of all things the most dreadful, and to hold fast what 
is dead requires the greatest strength. ... [The life of Spirit] is 
this power, not as something positive, which closes its eyes to 
the negative, as when we say of something that it is nothing or 
is false, and then, having done with it, turn away and pass on 
to something else; on the contrary, Spirit is this power only by 
looking the negative in the face, and tarrying with it. This tar- 
rying with the negative is the magical power that converts it into 
being.32 


We already know how the negative is converted into being: through 
language as name-giving power, i.e., through the emergence of the sym- 
bolic order. Hegel’s statements on how understanding breaks up the living 
organic whole and confers autonomous existence on what is effective 
only as a moment of concrete totality are to be read against the back- 
ground of the fundamental Lacanian notion of the signifier gua the power 
which mortifies/disembodies the life substance, “dissects” the body and 
subordinates it to the constraint of the signifying network. Word is mur- 
der of a thing, not only in the elementary sense of implying its absence— 
by naming a thing, we treat it as absent, as dead, although it is still 
present—but above all in the sense of its radical dissection: the word 
“quarters” the thing, it tears it out of the embedment in its concrete 
context, it treats its component parts as entities with an autonomous 
existence: we speak about color, form, shape, etc., as if they possessed 
self-sufficient being. The power of understanding consists in this capacity 
to reduce the organic whole of experience to an appendix to the “dead” 
symbolic classification. In our everyday attitude, we are “spontaneous 
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Bergsonians”: we bemoan the fate of immediate life experience, we point 
out how the fullness of life flow escapes forever the network of language 
categories, we laugh at those who become so entangled in the fictitious 
world of symbols that they lose the taste of effective life. Hegel is, on the 
contrary, full of wonder for this mortifying faculty of understanding be- 
fore which the living substance is utterly helpless, for this tremendous 
power that tears apart what “naturally” belongs together and is thus able 
to subordinate the very reality of the life process to symbolic “fictions”; 
for him, this inversion where fiction subjugates reality rather proves the 
inherent ontological nullity of what we call “reality.” For what is the “life 
of Spirit” if not a life process governed by (what appears to our everyday 
view as) fictitious nonentities? Let us just take the case of the ethical- 
political arrangement of a given community: its symbolic identity is be- 
stowed upon it by a series of legal, religious, and other values which 
regulate its life; these values are literally “fictions,” they exist nowhere, 
they possess no substantial ontological consistency, they are present only 
in the form of symbolic rituals which enact them. The entire legal order, 
for example, is founded upon fictions concerning “moral,” physically 
nonexistent persons which appear as entities with their own will, and 
rights, entities which declare wars, and make treaties, etc. (“our state 
concluded peace with its neighbor,” “the company bought raw materials,” 
“the Fatherland is humiliated” . . .). The point here is not the cynical 
insipidity that “these are all just fictions” but the fact that because of 
these “fictions” thousands die in wars, lose their jobs . . . In other words, 
although such a “‘fiction” effectively exists only in its real effects (the state 
is actual only in the real activity of its citizens, the Fatherland only in 
the patriotic feeling and acting of those who recognize themselves in its 
call), we cannot reduce it to these effects and purport that, for example, 
“the Fatherland is nothing but the sum of these actual individual deeds”— 
on the contrary, these very deeds assume their ontological consistency 
only by way of reference to the symbolic fiction “Fatherland.” The Fa- 
therland as the cause for which we fight “is nowhere in reality,” but in 


spite of this, we cannot explain the very “material” reality of fights and . 


sufferings without reference to it. To resort to the traditional philosophical 
terms, Lacans avoids here the idealist as well as the nominalist trap: the 
“big Other” (the symbolic order) of course possesses no substantial ac- 
tuality, it doesn’t exist as a Platonic world apart, yet neither can it be 
reduced to a nominalistically conceived “abbreviation” for the multitude 
of individual, really existing entities. Precisely insofar as it is a “dead 
scheme,” we must presuppose it as an ideal point of reference which, in 
spite of its inexistence, is “valid,” i.e., dominates and regulates our actual 
lives. In a somewhat poetic manner we could say that man is the animal 
whose life is governed by symbolic fictions. This is the way “tarrying 
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with the negative” takes place, this is the way negativity as such acquires 
positive, determinate being: when the very actual life of a community is 
structured by reference to symbolic fictions. In our everyday lives, we 
accept this as something so self-evident that we don’t even notice the 
oddness of what is going on—to become fully aware of it, a philosophical 
experience of “wondering” is necessary. 

One of the lessons of Lacanian psychoanalysis—and at the same time 
the point at which Lacan rejoins Hegel—is the radical discontinuity be- 
tween the organic immediacy of “life” and the symbolic universe: the 
“symbolization of reality” implies the passage through the zero point of 
the “night of the world.” What we forget, when we pursue our daily life, 
is that our human universe is nothing but an embodiment of the radically 
inhuman “abstract negativity,” of the abyss we experience when we face 
the “night of the world.” And what is the act if not the moment when 
the subject who is its bearer suspends the network of symbolic fictions 
which serve as a support to his daily life and confronts again the radical 
negativity upon which they are founded? 

In other words, Hegelian “absolute negativity” coincides thoroughly 
with the abyss which separates the Kantian subject’s phenomenal ex- 
perience from the thing in itself. Hegel’s aim is not to prove that we can 
attain the thing in itself, that we can overcome the barrier which to Kant 
appeared untraversable,; what he accomplishes is just a kind of shift of 
perspective by means of which this abyss is no longer conceived as a 
barrier limiting our powers, separating us from the thing itself, but as the 
very power of separation, of introducing a radical split into the thing 
itself. Another way to approach the same problem is via the relationship 
language/reality. For traditional philosophy, their disjunction goes un- 
said: to speak about a thing is not the same as to do it. One of the main 
endeavors of contemporary philosophy is to undermine the self-evident 
character of this disjunction by way of showing how speech is in itself a 
species of activity, even a privileged one. The principal thesis of philo- 
sophical hermeneutics, for example, is that the “reality” which we en- 
counter within our practical, active relationship to the objects around us 
is always already disclosed through the symbolic medium: reality “is” 
only as interpreted by language, language is its ultimate ontological ho- 
rizon. The late-Wittgensteinian approach, on the other hand, conceives 
language directly as a form of activity, as “expressive behavior” embed- 
ded in a specific life form—we “do things with words”; etc. It is the merit 
of these orientations to invalidate the commonsense attitude best ren- 
dered by phrases like “empty words are not enough, we must set to work, 
do it instead of just talking about it”; against such platitudes, one is 
tempted to propose the opposite motto “enough of empty acts, it is time 
we pass from acts to words!” That is to say, every activity is situated in 
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some horizon of meaning which alone renders it possible, So that by 
“pronouncing the right word” which introduces a break in this symbolic 
background, one cannot continue to act in the same way as before. 
Yet what all these orientations have in common is that they perceive 
the abyss which separates “things” from “words” as a problem, as some- 
thing one has to overcome—Hegel, on the contrary, perceives it as ane 
Spirit’s supreme accomplishment, he sees in it the Spirit's infinite 
power to disengage itself from the immediacy of what is simply given, 
to break up its organic unity. For him, the true theoretical problem is 
not how to leap over the abyss which separates acts from words, but how 
to conceive this abyss itself: the absolute act, the act stronger than all 
interventions in reality, is the act by means of which we disjoin the “great 
chain of being” and acquire distance from it. The only way to “overcome’ 
the abyss that separates acts from words is to thematize the act which 
opens up this abyss, i.e., to render visible the radical violence, the breach 
in the Real, which forms the hidden reverse of the calm contemplative 
distance from reality. This act is overlooked by the traditional contem- 
plative attitude as well as by post-Hegelian attempts to overcome this 
distance by conceiving speech as a modality of acting. Or, to put it in 
Kierkegaardian terms: we effectively “overcome” the abyss that separates 
words from acts only by way of experiencing the word in its violent and 
contingent “becoming,” before it acquires the features of Jogos, the uni- 
verse of symbolic necessity.™ 
What we call “culture” is therefore, in its very ontological status, the 
reign of the dead over life, i.e., the form in which the “death drive” 
assumes positive existence. Herein lies also the fundamental “Hegelian 
lesson of Rossellini’s films: the act qua real, transgression of a symbolic 
limit, does not enable us to (re)establish a kind of immediate contact 
with the presymbolic life substance, it throws us, on the contrary, back 
into that abyss of the Real out of which our symbolic reality emerged. 
Now we can further specify the lure of Rossellini’s Bergman films: they 
always contain some picture of “authentic,” substantial life, and it seems 
as if the heroine’s salvation depends on her ability to immerge into this 
substantial “authenticity”: Karin in Stromboli must accept life in the 
closed island community; Irene in Europa ‘51 shouid find herself in the 
naive but authentic faith of the poor who at the end proclaim her a saint, 
the English couple in Voyage to Italy overcomes the restraint of their 
relationship through contact with the spontaneous life feeling of the Ital- 
ian crowd ... The strategy of these films is precisely to denounce this 
lure as such, to present it in its falseness: Karin in Stromboli is “reborn” 
by experiencing a horror before which the misery of the island community 
pales—the life of the fishermen is thus exposed in all its nullity; at the 
end of Europa ’51, Irene definitely renounces religious ideology—her be- 
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atification by the poor outcasts is just a cruel irony, proof of a missed 
encounter between her and them; what the English couple cruising Italy 
comes across behind the vivacious Italian crowd is the inert presence of 
ancient statues and ruins. In all three cases, we have therefore a move- 
ment from reality to the Real, to what, in reality itself, is ““more than 
reality”: the volcano is what is “on the island more than island itself,’ 
its excess of the Real, just as sainthood is what is “in religious ideology 
more than ideology,” the nonideological kernel in its heart, and, finally, 
the same as the old ruins which are what is “in Italy more than Italy,” 
a mute witness to some past, long-lost enjoyment.?5 In all three cases, 
the heroine is able to perceive this fissure of the “substance” insofar as 
she occupies the position of a stranger, i.c., insofar as her gaze is external: 
those who find themselves within the substance are necessarily blinded. 
The mechanism that renders them blind is that of the sacrifice: the ele- 
mentary function of the sacrifice is to heal the fissure of the Other. What 
holds together a “substantial” (“primordial”) community is its rite of 
sacrifice, and the position ofa “stranger” is defined precisely by his refusal 
to partake in this rite. 


The fascination of the sacrifice 


In the last pages of his Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, 
Lacan directly opposes psychoanalytic experience to the fascination of 
the sacrifice: the heroism demanded by psychoanalysis is not the heroic 
gesture of assuming upon oneself the sacrifice, of accepting the role of 
sacrificial victim but, on the contrary, the heroism of resisting the temp- 
tation of the sacrifice, of confronting what the fascinating image of the 
sacrifice conceals. Lacan himself draws our attention to the political di- 


mension of the sacrificial logic, pointing out how the drama of Nazism 
reenacts: 


the most monstrous and supposedly superseded forms of the 
holocaust. ... [T]he offering to obscure gods of an object of 
sacrifice is something to which few subjects can resist succumb- 
ing, as if under some monstrous spell. ... But for whoever is 
capable of turning a courageous gaze towards this phenomenon— 
and, once again, there are certainly few who do ‘not succumb to 
the fascination of the sacrifice in itself—the sacrifice signifies that, 
in the object of our desires, we try to find evidence for the 


presence of the desire of this Other that I call here the dark 
God.** 
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What is then concealed by the fascinating spectacle of the sacrifice? Lacan 
relates the sacrifice to the desire of the Other, to the enigmatic Che vuoi? 
What does the Other want of me? In its most fundamental dimension, 
sacrifice is a “gift of reconciliation” to the Other, destined to appease its 
desire. Sacrifice conceals the abyss of the Other’s desire, more precisely: 
it conceals the Other’s lack, inconsistency, “inexistence,” that transpires 
in this desire. Sacrifice is a guarantee that “the Other exists’’: that there 
is an Other who can be appeased by means of the sacrifice. The trick of 
the sacrifice consists therefore in what the speech-act theorists would call 
its “pragmatic presupposition”: by the very act of sacrifice, we (presup) 
pose the existence of its addressee that guarantees the consistency and 
meaningfulness of our experience—so, even if the act fails in its pro- 
claimed goal, this very failure can be read from within the logic of sacrifice 
as our failure to appease the Other. Insofar as this abyss of the Other’s 
desire emerged in all its violence with the Jewish religion—i.e., insofar 
as the fundamental position of the J ewish believer is that of a perplexed 
Che vuoi?—What does He want of me?—it was unavoidable for it to break 
with the logic of sacrifice: sacrifice would mean that we betrayed the abyss 
of Che vuoi? and translated God’s desire into a demand that can be 
appeased by means of a sacrifice. And—at this point, we can follow René 
Girard>’—it was precisely for this reason that we encounter in the Jewish 
religion the first appearance of a subject who resists assuming the role of 
a scapegoat/victim: Job. Job’s refusal to play his part in the sacrificial 
rite is the exact reverse of his perplexion in front of his calamities: instead 
of identifying heroically with his evil fate, he continues to raise the ques- 
tion of the meaning of it all, of what God wants of him with it. We 
witness here what is perhaps the greatest ethical revolution in the history 
of mankind: the moment when the subject refuses the alloted role of the 
victim, the moment when the social perspective of sacrificing the scape- 
goat is confronted with the perspective of the victim itself; what is here 
so subversive and pathbreaking, what confers upon the story of Job its 
dramatic tension and at the same time its truth, is the very confrontation 
of the two perspectives. That is to say, if we were to dispose only of the 
point of view of the community demanding sacrifice, we would remain 
within the “totalitarian” universe; if, on the other hand, we were to be 
limited to the victim’s voice, we would have a subjective point of view 
with nothing attesting to its truth. The effect of truth proceeds solely from 
the confrontation of the two perspectives: first, the sacrificial discourse 
places the subject in the position of a sacred victim, depicting him as an 
untouchable, horrendous entity, in short: as an object in the psychoana- 
lytical sense, with all the transferential energy invested in it; then, we are 
all of a sudden transposed into his own perspective, brought face to face 
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with the uncanny scene in which it is not simply a subject but the thing 
itself which starts to talk. 

Today, in our universe of mass culture, the figure which comes closest 
to this role of a scapegoat embodying sacred violence is the ‘“‘serial killer,” 
the madman who, with no “rational ground,” compulsively repeats ue 
derous acts.3* It is for this reason that Fred Walton’s When a Stranger 
Calls, perhaps the best variation on a theme of anonymous phone men- 
aces, is of Special interest. The first part of the film is narrated from the 
point of view of a young girl baby-sitting in a suburban family mansion: 
the children are asleep on the first floor, while she watches television in 
the sitting room. After the first threatening calls repeating the demand 
“Did you check the children?” she alerts the police who advise her to 
lock all the doors firmly, not to allow anybody to enter the house and to 
try to engage the molester in long conversation enabling the police to 
trace the call. Soon afterward, the police locate their source: another 
telephone within the same house... The molester was all the time there 
and has already killed the children. The killer appears thus as an un- 
fathomable object with whom no identification is possible, a pure Real 
provoking unspeakable terror. At this point in the story, however, the 
film takes an unexpected turn: we are suddenly transposed into the per- 
spective of the killer himself, witnessing the miserable everyday existence 
of this lonely and desperate individual—he sleeps in an asylum, wanders 
around decrepit cafes, and attempts in vain to establish contact with his 
neighbors; so that when the detective hired by the murdered children’s 
ee prepares to stab him, our sympathies are wholly on the poor killer’s 

Again, there is nothing subversive about the two points of view in 
themselves: if the story were narrated from the sole perspective of the 
young baby-sitter, we would have the standard case of a victim threatened 
by a phantom-like, bodyless and, for that reason, all the more horrifying 
menace; if we were limited to the murderer’s self-experience, we would 
have the standard rendition of the murderer’s pathological universe. The 
entire subversive effect hangs upon the rupture, the passage from one 
perspective to the other, the change which confers upon the hitherto 
impossible/unattainable object a body, which gives the untouchable thing 
a voice and makes it speak—in short, which subjectivizes it. 

Girard, however, falls short of his own conception when he reduces 
Job toa kind of forerunner, announcer, of Christ, the true paradigm of 
a victim who speaks out and subjectivizes himself: Christ’s gesture, as a 
gesture of love, conceals the anxiety-provoking abyss of the Other’s in- 
consistency, thereby performing the turn from the religion of anxiety 
(Judaism) into that of love (Christianity). That is to say, in what consists 
the lure of love? When in love, I love somebody because of the objet a 
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in him/her, because of what is “in him more than himself’—in short, the 
object of love cannot give me what I demand of him since he doesn’t 
possess it, since it is an excess in its very heart. What defines love is this 
basic discord or gap (elaborated by Lacan apropos of the relationship of 
Alcibiades to Socrates in Plato’s Symposion):* the lover [erastes] seeks 
in the beloved [eromenos] what he lacks, but, as Lacan puts it, “what the 
one lacks is not what is hidden within the other”—the only thing left to 
the beloved is thus to proceed to a kind of exchange of places, to change 
from the object into the subject of love, in short: to return love. Therein 
consists, according to Lacan, love’s most sublime moment: in this in- 
version when the beloved object endeavors to deliver himself from the 
impasse of his position, from the impossibility of complying with the 
lover’s demand, by assuming himself the position of the lover, by reaching 
his hand back to the lover and thus answering the lover’s lack/desire 
with his own lack. Love is based upon the illusion that this encounter 
of the two lacks can succeed and beget a “new harmony.” Therein consists 
also the supreme sublimity of Christ’s gesture: what is this gesture if not 
a sign of God’s love for man? In reply to the believer’s love for Him, in 
reply to the hands that the believer stretches toward Him, God himself 
changes into a lover and reaches back toward man—concealing thereby 
the abyss of the Otherness that no sacrifice could appease, i.e., with which 
no relationship of exchange is possible.*’ 

Considering that the voice to which psychoanalysis opens the space to 
articulate itself by lending an ear to it is precisely that of the victim qua 
object of fascination (female hysteric), one can only wonder at the fact 
that even some Lacanians reduce psychoanalysis to a kind of heroic 
assumption of a necessary, constitutive sacrifice—those for whom psy- 
choanalysis ends when the analysand is able to accept a fundamental 
renunciation as a condition of access to desire (‘symbolic castration”). 
Lacan is as far as possible from such an ethic of heroic sacrifice: the lack 
to be assumed by the subject is not its own but that of the Other, which 
is something incomparably more unbearable. The Other itself doesn’t 
possess what the subject lacks, and no sacrifice can compensate for this 
lack of the Other. Now, we can also see how alien is to Lacan any glor- 
ification of the “big Other” as the structural order that “pulls the strings” 
and regulates the subject’s self-experience, i.e., the standard “structur- 
alist” thesis that the subject, in his imaginary self-experience, misrecog- 
nizes the signifying mechanism that effectively “runs the show”: the su- 
preme illusion consists precisely in this reliance on the consistency of the 
“big Other.” The “big Other doesn’t exist,” as Lacan puts it: it is just a 
subject’s presupposition—the (presup)position of an immaterial, ideal or- 
der, i.e., of Another Place that guarantees the ultimate meaning and con- 
sistency of the subject’s experience.” 
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Herein consists the crucial difference between the Lacanian big Other 
and the Althusserian big Other materialized in Ideological State Appa- 
ratuses: the way Althusser almost compulsively again and again reminds 
us of the materiality of ideology, of its material existence in ideological 
institutions and rituals, is deeply symptomatic and functions as a kind 
of theoretical denial. It testifies to the fact that Althusser misrecognizes 
the specific agency of the “ideal,” “immaterial” big Other in the shape 
of the symbolic order guaranteeing meaning to the historical contingency. 
This “big Other” is retroactively posited, i.e., presupposed, by the subject 
in the very act by means of which he is caught in the cobweb of an 
ideology. The subject, for example, (presup)poses the big Other in the 
guise of Historical Reason or divine Providence in the very moment and 
gesture of conceiving himself as its executor, as its unconscious tool. This 
act of (presup)position which makes the big Other exist is perhaps the 
elementary gesture of ideology, and it is precisely at this place that we 
should locate the above-mentioned difference between suicide gua “dem- 
onstrative” act and suicide gua suspension of the symbolic order: the 
“demonstrative” suicide still addresses the big Other, whereas the “sym- 
bolic” suicide cancels the very presupposition of the “big Other”—in a 
way, it is the negative, the reversal, the “undoing” of the founding ide- 
ological gesture of (presup)posing the Other. In this precise sense, i.e., 
insofar as Rossellini’s films endeavor to enact this suspension, they are 
unideological, they enable us to break out of the ideological closure. 

This “withdrawal” of the subject from the Other is what Lacan calls 
“subjective destitution”: not an act of sacrifice (which always implies the 
Other as its addressee) but an act of abandonment which sacrifices the 
very sacrifice. The freedom thus attained is a point at which we find 
ourselves not only without the other qua our neighbor, but without sup- 
port in the Other itself—as such, it is unbearably suffocating, the very 
opposite of relief, of “liberation.” That is to say, “liberation” always 
implies a reference to the Other gua Master: ultimately, nothing liberates 
as well as a good Master, since “liberation” consists precisely in our 
shifting the burden onto the Other/Master. So-called “free associations” 
in a psychoanalytic cure are the supreme proof of it: by means of them 
the analysand liberates himself from the pressures and constraints of 
censorship, he can prattle freely—but only because he can rely on the 
analyst, the “subject supposed to know,” the “master of signification” 
(as Lacan put it in the 1950s) whose very presence guarantees him that 
retroactively, at the end, his prattle will obtain meaning and consistency. 
The freedom attained by the act is the very opposite of this freedom: by 
undergoing it, all the burden falls back upon the subject since he re- 
nounces any support in the Other. 
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In conclusion, we can now also define the trap laid by Rossellini’s films 
on the level of their form. It is already a commonplace of cinema theorists 
to oppose Rossellini to “manipulators” who create meaning by artificial 
interventions in the cinematic material (e.g., montage): in contrast to 
such a procedure, Rossellini is supposed to let the unorganized material 
itself speak, i.e., to renounce the position of the artist gua Master who 
pulls the strings and to limit his role to that of a collector/observer of 
cinematic material, keeping his mind open for the contingency of the 
Real. In Rossellini’s films, meaning does not result from the author’s 
conscious manipulation, it emerges from the material itself by means of 
miraculous, unpredictable acts of grace (André Bazin“ attempted thus to 
detect the roots of Rossellini’s Christianity in the very formal qualities 
of his films). But if this were the case, Rossellini would proceed somewhat 
in the manner of the analysand in free associations: stringing contingent 
fragments of the Real and relying on the presence of the big Other (God) 
to produce meaning, i.e., still implying the Other qua guarantee of mean- 
ing. What Rossellini effectively does is, rather, the exact opposite: all the 
time, we can sense in his films a tremendous effort of “manipulation,” 
of bringing under control the excess of the Real, and the features that 
are usually taken as proofs of his “modernism” (e.g., “empty time” which 
subverts the linear narration) are precisely monuments of his failure to 
attain his goal; Rossellini’s greatness lies in the fact that he intentionally 
included in his films traces of their own failure—what is “modern” about 
them is that the tension between “manipulation” and material is ac- 
knowledged as part of the artistic endeavor itself. 

Everyone of his films is an ultimately failed attempt to come to terms 
with the Real of some traumatic encounter. What are Open City, Paisan, 
and Germany, Year Zero if not three attempts to come to terms with the 
trauma of fascism? What are Stromboli, Europa "51, and Voyage to Italy 
if not attempts to integrate, to master the traumatic encounter with Ingrid 
Bergman, her act of saying “No!” to Hollywood and joining Rossellini 
at the height of her stardom, this tremendous decision, an effective “act 
of madness” that nothing in Rossellini’s own life, full of opportunistic 
maneuvering, can match.*5 True, all his films in which she stars display 
frenetic activity to balance the dignity of her act, to recompense for it— 
but the act was hers. 


Notes 


1. Peter Brunette, Roberto Rossellini (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
p. 375. 

2. And, on the other hand, what were her thoughts upon seeing this strange 
“Ingrid Bergmann” in Roma? This is indubitably the reason why she re- 
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sponded so enthusiastically to this film: beyond the fascination with the film 
as such, she was interpellated as pure Evil embodied in the Ingrid/Bergmann 
couple. : 


Should one point out how Bergman’s choice of Rossellini attests to the 
“suicidal” determination to obliterate her symbolic status in Hollywood and 
to (re)create herself ex nihilo? 


Quoted in Brunette, op. cit., p. 387. 


The very term “act” is extremely interesting from the Lacanian perspective: 
the multiplicity of its meanings condenses the whole Imaginary-Real-Sym- 
bolic triad—Jmaginary: fake, show, performance; Real: doing, exertion, 
stroke; Symbolic: edict, decree, ordinance, enactment. In German, where 
one of the meanings of “Akt” is also “the painting of a nude human body,” 
we can even imagine an entire scenario: first, we are seduced by the image 
of a naked woman; then, we ‘“‘accomplish the (sexual) act”; finally, we in- 
scribe our conquest in the list, ie., in an act (the stage which was crucial 
for don Giovanni). 


Cf. F. W. J. Schelling, Uber das Wesen der menschlichen Freiheit (Frankfurt: 
Subrkamp Verlag, 1978). 


The homology between the subjective position of the psychoanalyst and that 
of the saint runs like a thread through the last years of Lacan’s teaching: in 
both cases, we assume the position of an object-excrement, of a remainder 
which embodies the inconsistency of the symbolic order, i.e., of an element 
which cannot be integrated into the machinery of social usefulness, of a 
point of pure expenditure. True, we often encounter with Lacan also state- 
ments which point in the opposite direction, like those which put psychoan- 
alytic associations in the same series as concentration camps—but is the 
opposition here really insurmountable? Is it not rather that the moment 
“saints” endeavor to “socialize,” to “go marchin’in” and organize them- 
selves as a social order, we get monasteries: a totally regulated world which 
can serve as a model for concentration camps, with the exception that, 
instead of torturing their victims, monks torture themselves, assuming the 
heavy burden of abstinence? Were not the Jesuit missions in seventeenth- 
century Paraguay (“reducciones” (reductions), as they were called at that 
time) concentration camps of a sort with their most thorough regulation of 
one’s entire life, including its most intimate details (Hegel ironically recalls 
that Jesuits even rang a bell at midnight to remind their Indian subjects of 
their marital duties)? 


Brunette, op. cit., p. 84. 


The problem of how Rossellini can render the most intimate moment, ab- 
solute abandonment, of the act of freedom is therefore a pseudoproblem: 
he can render it precisely insofar as it is a totally “empty” act, an act that 
“hides nothing,” not an act of indescribable fullness. In other words, we 
cannot identify with Edmund not because of the unattainable depth of his 
“inner struggle” but because there is simply nothing to identify with. 


This freedom is of course not to be conceived in the common sense of 
“unprincipled behavior,” as when we “ignore our engagements”: it is pre- 
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12: 


13. 


14. 


15. 


cisely such “unprincipled deceivers” who remain thoroughly attached to the 
power of the word—by the very act of deception, they count on the trus- 
tworthiness of the word and thus stay within its field. Their position is simply 
split, inconsistent, in contrast to Edmund where we find no trace of a split, 
ie, where cold firmness immediately coincides with childish innocence. 


Cf. Jacques Ranciére, “La Chute des corps,” in Roberto Rossellini (Paris: 
Cahiers du Cinéma, 1989). 


According to Lesley Brill (cf. his The Hitchcock Romance (Princeton: Prince- 
ton University Press, 1988)), Hitchcock’s oeuvre divides into two series, 
“romances” and “ironic” films, precisely with reference to the relationship 
between words and deeds. In “romances,” the movement has a direction 
“from outside inward,” which is why they are dominated by the perfor- 
mative force of the word: the couple, linked by an external contingency, first 
pretends to be in love, whereupon, step by step, the external link grows into 
authentic love; these films therefore end with a successful communication, 
witn an establishment of an authentic intersubjective link. Their opposite 
is “ironic” films culminating in Psycho: here, a mask remains just a mask, 
the word fails in its performative enforcement, so that instead of commu- 
nication, we get a psychotic dissolution of the social link. 


It is this new community of believers emerging as a by-product of Irene’s 
act that enables us to locate properly Rossellini’s seemingly unintelligible, 
even cynical comment on Edmund’s suicide in Germany as “a true light of 
hope”: “... from there is born a new way of living and of seeing, the accent 
of hope and faith in the future and in men” (Quoted from Brunette, op. 
cit., p. 86). Rossellini is quite aware of the illusory character of this new 
community of hope and faith; what he is really interested in is the suicidal 
act of radical withdrawal upon which it is only possible to found a new 
community—the experience of total abandonment, the passage through the 
“point zero” which is forgotten once we find ourselves within the new com- 
munity. 


Here, we should supplement the standard psychoanalytic interpretation of 
the son’s sentiment of guilt toward his father according to which the re- 
pressed parricidal desire returns in the inversed form of guilt: one of the 
most traumatic experiences for the son is the moment when he is forced to 
acknowledge the fact that father is “dead” (an impotent impostor whose 
mask of authority conceals utter helplessness); by assuming guilt, the son 
endeavors to keep immaculate the image of father qua representative of the 
Law. In other words, the very parricidal desire is already a lure destined to 
obscure the father’s impotence. 


One of the shapes assumed by the “subject supposed not to know” in ide- 
ology is also the myth of the “noble savage” living in a world not yet spoiled 
by our corrupt civilization. The enlightened Westerners follow here a typical 
absessional economy: the “noble savage” should be kept in ignorance at any 
price whatsoever, we should prevent him the access to our degenerated 
knowledge which would undermine his blissful way of life. The ambiguity 
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of this guardianship was already noted by Aldous Huxley in his Jesting 
Pilate, where he remarked how Englishmen are full of admiration for the 
wisdom of Indians who preserve their old traditions and resist the pressure 
of our way of life, they are prepared to acknowledge their unfathomable 
spiritual depth, inaccessible to us, vulgar materialists and utilitarians; what, 
however, causes an almost unbearable disquiet and resistance is an Indian 
who masters our own knowledge and technology better than us . . . In short, 
one is always ready to acknowledge to the Indian his “radical alterity”— 
what triggers real panic is his excessive resemblance, is the point at which 
he becomes “more like ourselves than we.” 


How, then, should we combine these two aspects of the ideological big Other? 
The solution is simpler than it may seem. The appearance which must be 
maintained at whatever cost by means of the totalitarian spectacle is pre- 
cisely the appearance that the Party is an instrument of historical necessity, 
fulfilling a noble mission, the appearance that the decisions of the Party are 
authorized by the big Other of the meaning of History. In other words, the 
appearance to be maintained at any cost is none other than that there is 
meaning hidden behind the appearance, behind the apparent historical con- 
tingency—the appearance of the “big Other” in the first sense of the term. 
It is for that reason that the ideology of “real socialism” incessantly accen- 
tuated the deep Jove of the people for the Party and their leader: “love” is 
to be conceived here in a strict psychoanalytical sense, as a relation of 
transference to the “subject supposed to know.” 


The ethical imperative upon which this attitude is founded is of course that 
of “saving the other’s face”: to do everything, better to die than allow the 
other to lose face. Therein consists the most elementary dimension of what 
we call “tact” or “consideration”: how to disagree with the other, how to 
refuse his demand, without making him lose face. Contrary to the first 
impression, the “face” referred to here is not imaginary, it concerns the level 
of symbolic identity: it defines the place to which the subject is assigned 
within the intersubjective symbolic network; the dizziness that seizes us 
when we “lose face” in public manifests our loss of support in the “big 
Other.” (Which is why we encounter the clearest version of the ethics of 
“saving the other’s face” in Japan, ie., in a society with the most rigidly 
defined structure of symbolic mandates.) 


Alain Bergala, “Celle par qui le scandale arrive,” in Cahiers du Cinéma 356 
(February 1984), p. 11. 


Quoted in Brunette, op. cit., p. 126. 
Thid., p. 124. 


Is not the same conversion at work in Freud’s famous dream of Irma’s 
injection? The dual, imaginary dialogue with Irma, dominated by Freud’s 
narcissistic interests, culminates in a look into her open mouth; suddenly, 
this horror (where the throat’s opening clearly corresponds to the crater in 
Stromboli) changes miraculously into a sort of ataraxia, the subject floats 
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23, 


24, 


25, 


freely in symbolic bliss—as soon as the dreamer (Freud) renounces his nar- 
cissistic perspective. 


Already apropos of Edmund’s suicide in Germany, Year Zero, Rossellini 
speaks about a “kind of abandonment to rest that has to come before any 
new action” (Brunette, op. cit., p. 86): this is the act in the Lacanian sense 
of the term—the withdrawal that, so to speak, clears the space for a new 
action. 


Cf. Jacques-Alain Miller, “Jacques Lacan: Bemerkungen tiber sein Konzept 
des passage 4 l’acte,” Wo es war 7-8 (Wien: Hora Verlag, 1990). 


Here, we could also establish a link with the notion of act as recently elab- 
orated by Emesto Laclau: the act located at the point of undecidability of 
a symbolic structure (cf. his introduction to New Reflections on the Revo- 
lution of Our Time (London: Verso, 1990)). The irreducible “unaccounta- 
bility” of an act attests to the fact that what defines an act is a temporality 
irreducible to space: the act introduces a cut separating “afterward” from 
“before,” a discontinuity which cannot be accounted for within a spatial 
disposition of elements. In this sense, act runs counter to the tendency to 
reduce time to space, i.e., temporal succession to spatial, synchronous co- 
existence, at work in art as well as in the scientific practice of our century. 
What is cubism in painting, for example, where the object is depicted si- 
multaneously from different points of view, if not an attempt to translate 
the temporal succession of the gaze circulating around the object into spatial 
coexistence of different perspectives within the synchronous unity of a pic- 
ture? And it is probably more than a coincidence that, at the same time, 
the theory of relativity paved the way for a notion of the universe as a time- 
space continuum, ie., for a “static” picture of the universe where time is 
conceived as the fourth dimension of space which can be traversed in both 
directions, the same as with its first three dimensions. On that account, the 
universe no longer “develops in time”: it is always already given in toto. In 
contrast to this conception, the irreducible temporality of act presupposes 
the paradoxical ontology of a space where there is always, constitutively, 
something “amiss,” “out of joint,” “not at its own place.” The famous line 
from Hamlet that the time is “out of joint” should be “reflected into itself,” 
as Hegel would say: from the experience of a certain period of time as “out 
of joint,” corrupted, abnormal, pathological, we should pass to a “derail- 
ment,” imbalance, that pertains to the very form of time: time as such implies 
spatial imbalance, a universe where the thing is always “wanting (at) its own 
place.” It is against this background that we should conceive “being thrown 
into the world” (Geworfenheit) as the fundamental determination of “being 
there” (Dasein) with Heidegger: time is the irreducible horizon of our un- 
derstanding of being precisely because “being there” (“man”) is in an on- 
tologically constitutive way “out of its place,” i.e., finds itself thrown into 
a place which is not “its own.” 


Which is why today’s disintegration of communism, in spite of the tremen- 
dous consequences of what is going on, produces no acis. 
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26. C£. Jon Elster, Sour Grapes (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983). 
27. The best indicator of this inherent impasse of the “pleasure principle” is 


28. 


29, 


30. 


31. 
32. 


the actual state of the popular ideology in the USA, so-called “nonism,”’ 1.€., 
NON-ideology: the attitude of radical renunciation (of pollution, of fat and 
cholesterol in food, of stressful situations ...). In short, the final price for 
a pleasure-oriented life is that the subject is bombarded from all sides by 
superego prohibitions: don’t eat fat and beef, avoid food with pesticides, 
don’t smoke, don’t pollute—a new empirical confirmation of Lacan’s par- 
adoxical inversion of the famous Dostoyevski’s proposition from the Broth- 
ers Karamazov: “If God doesn’t exist, then everything is permitted”: nothing 
at all is permitted—not even the most innocent pleasures of eating, drinking, 
and smoking. 

More precisely, we can get anything, but in an aseptic, substanceless form— 
anything, including the most cruel fantasies, like that of “Ratman,” Freud’s 
famous analysand (of being tortured by a rat who penetrates the anus). A 
recent hushed-up scandal with a movie star revealed that the staging of this 
fantasy is currently fashionable in Hollywood: a veterinarian cuts off the 
teeth and claws of a mouse; the mouse is then put in a bag and his tail tied 
to a string; when the bag is deep in the anus, the excitement is provided by 
the animal’s desperate motion till it suffocates; then it is pulled out by the 
tail... (The problem of the Hollywood star was that he pulled the string 
too hard, so that the dead mouse stayed within and the star had to seek for 
medical help). Here we have the paradox of consumption “nonism”: you 
can get everything, but in a form robbed of substance—cake without sugar 


and fat, beer without alcohol, coffee without caffine, mouse without teeth 
and claws... 


We all know the crucial step accomplished by the theory of relativity, the 
step from the thesis that matter “curves,” “bends,” space to the thesis that 
what we call ‘‘matter” is nothing but the curvature of space—perhaps, this 
homology enables us to grasp the Lacanian proposition on the purely formal 
status of objet a: far from being the positive, material cause of the curvature, 
of derailing the path of desire, objet a—insofar as it is perceived as a positive 
entity (the lady in courtly love, for example)—is nothing but a chimerical 
materialization of the curved structure of the space of desire itself. And since 


the only “substance” (“‘matter’”) acknowledged by psychoanalysis is enjoy- ~ 
_ ment, we can also say that enjoyment is ultimately nothing but a certain 


purely formal curvature of the space of pleasure/displeasure, a curvature 
which makes us experience pleasure in displeasure itself. 

As for the paradoxes of “beyond the pleasure principle,” cf. the incisive 
developments of Joan Copjec in “The Sartorial Superego,” October 50 (Cam- 
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1989). 

Quoted from Donald Phillip Verene, Hegel’s Recollection (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1985), pp. 7-8. 

Tbid., p. 8. 


G. W. F. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1977), pp. 18-19. 
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34. 


35. 


36. 


37. 


Herein consists ultimately Hegel’s theory of the necessity of war: wars are 
necessary so that individuals are not drowned in the closed circuit of their 
everyday lives, i.e., to remind them of the abyss of negativity upon which 
their life is founded—a clear proof of how, within the movement of the 
dialectical process, negativity is not simply “sublated” in its positive result. 


On another level, it is the same with psychoanalysis. That is to say, one 
knows the trite reproach according to which psychoanalysis is only capable 
of decomposing the personality structure and cannot offer a positive alter- 
native to the pathological structure it demolished. Idiotic as this reproach 
may sound, there is a kind of logic in it—why, indeed, is “psychoanalysis” 
not followed by “psychosynthesis”? The answer, of course, is that a suc- 
cessful psychoanalysis as such already is the required “synthesis,” insofar 
as it explains the genesis of the split, ie., conceives it “in its becoming.” 
Therein consists also the relevance of Lacan’s theory of the “mirror stage” 
to the field of philosophy; as Lacan points out, the paranoiac feelings of 
persecution that characterize the mirror stage are constituted by a stagnation 
similar to “the faces of actors when a film is suddenly stopped in mid- 
action”: “Now, this formal stagnation is akin to the most general structure 
of human knowledge: that which constitutes the ego and its objects with 
attributes of permanence, identity, and substantiality, in short, with entities 
or ‘things’ that are very different from the Gestalten that experience enables 
us to isolate in the shifting field, stretched in accordance with the lines of 
animal desire” (Jacques Lacan, “Aggressivity in Psychoanalysis,” in Ecrits: 
A Selection (New York: Norton, 1977), p. 17.) 

What Lacan renders visible here is “Platonism in its becoming”: he does 
not refute Platonism by directly denouncing the illusory nature of eidos but 
by exposing the genesis of the subject’s fixation on the immobile eidos. 


According to Alain Bergala, the fundamental feature of Rossellini’s Bergman 
films consists in the fact that the third element disturbing the harmonious 
relationship of the couple is not the usual third member of a love triangle 
but some radically heterogeneous element of a wholly nonpsychological na- 
ture: the volcano in Stromboli, ideologies (communism and Catholicism) in 
Europa ’51, the statues and ruins of Naples in Voyage to Italy (cf. Bergala, 
op. cit., p. 10). What we should add to this is that in each of the three cases, 
this disturbing element is of a different nature: the volcano in Stromboli is 
real (Bergala himself identifies it as a “Thing in itself’ upon which every 
experience of meaning breaks down), in Europa 51 we have symbolic ideo- 
logies, whereas the ruins from Voyage clearly function as sinthome, signi- 
fying fragments, fragments of a culture, which are at the same time the 
congealment of a lost enjoyment. 


Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (Lon- 
don: The Hogarth Press, 1977), p. 275. 


Cf René Girard, Job: The Victim of His People (London: Athlone Press, 
1987). 
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Which is why Hannibal Lecter, the sadist/mastermind psychiatrist from 
Thomas Harris’s serial-killer novels (The Red Dragon, Silence of the Lambs), 
is the closest mass culture can get to the figure of the Lacanian analyst. 


We encounter a homologous inversion in the foremost hard-boiled novels 
and films: the moment when the femme fatale subjectivizes herself. She is 
first rendered from the perspective of her (masculine) social environment 
and appears asa fatal object of fascination which brings perdition and leaves 
behind ruined lives, “empty shells’; when we are finally transposed into her 
point of view, it becomes manifest that she herself cannot dominate the 
effects of “what is in her more than herself,’ of the object in herself, upon 
nee environment—no more than men around her, she is a helpless victim 
of tate. 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VII: Le Transfert (Paris: Editions 
du Seuil, 1991), chapters 2 to 11. 


Which is why, in the psychoanalytic process, the analyst should not reach 
his hand back to the analysand, i.e., answer the transferential love by his 
own love: only by means of this refusal of the analysand’s demand of love, 
only by persisting in the mute position of death, can he induce the analysand 
to assume the truth of his desire beyond transference. 


Another reason for the psychoanalyst to remain silent: by demanding noth- 
ing from the analysand, his silence suspends the illusion of interpellation 
and thus forces the analysand to confront his own act of positing the Other. 


The “psychotic” dimension of this withdrawal from the Other is best man- 
ifested by the psychotic’s fundamental attitude of Un-Glauben, dis-belief in 
the symbolic order that guarantees the reality’s consistency: this dis-belief 
engenders the typical psychotic idea that the “world” is just my hallucination 
induced by some Evil Manipulator. 


Cf. his articles on Rossellini in Vol. IV of Qu’est-ce que le cinéma? (Paris: 
Les Editions du Cerf, 1962). 


In other words, his films with Bergman are allegorical: their diegetic content 
(their “enunciated”) is an allegory of the intersubjective conditions of their 
process of production. (As to this notion of allegory, see Fredric Jameson, 
“Allegorizing Hitchcock,” in Signatures of the Visible (New York and Lon- 
don: Routledge, 1990).) 
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3.1 Beyond “Distributive Justice” 
Why was Chandler’s Playback a failure? 


The obvious failure of Raymond Chandler’s last novel, Playback 
(1958), is usually explained by the decline of his creative impetus which 
is then tracked down to his alcoholism, born of despair after his wife’s 
death; yet the function of this escape into psychology is, as always, 
allow us to elude the inherent logic of the failure. In order to detect it, 
one has to bear in mind that Playback brew out of a screenplay wri 
in 1947-1948 which, due to a series of unfortunate circumstances, was 
never shot; here is Chandler's initial treatment for the screenplay: 


al week in the life of a girl who decides to spend it im 
a tower suite in a hotel, under an assurmed name, her identity 
thoroughly concealed with great care, to accept what comes, and 
at the end of the week to jump to her death. 

During this week the frustrations and tragedies of her life are 
repeated in capsule form, so that it almost appears that she 
brought her destiny with her, and that wherever she went the 
same sort of thing would happen to her.! 


What we have here is the skeleton of an entire ethical narrative: at the 
beginning, there is a forced choice which marks the subject’s existence 
with guilt (he traurnatic death of the girl’s husband in Playback), this 
traumatic situation is then repeated, “replayed,” opening up to the subje 

the secaaed to “redeem” himself/herself by means of a suicidal , 
The crucial nge brought about by novelization was of course th 
woduction of the first-person narrative: the story is mow told as it is 
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through the eyes of Philip Marlowe and thus changed into a “normal” 
hard-boiled detective novel. Therein consists the ultimate reason of its 
failure: it endeavors to incorporate into the hard-boiled universe a sub- 
jective position (an ethical attitude) which is formally excluded from. it, 
i.e., the presence of which renders visible the falsity of the very perspective 
from which the story is being told. To put it briefly, the subj ective position 
of Marlowe—a cynical romantic sticking to his values against the wicked 
world whose corruption is embodied in the femme fatale—is founded 
upon the misrecognition of the ethical attitude embodied in the girl s 
suicidal act. Which is why the interest of Playback (the novel) consists 
in its very failure: as the confrontation of two incompatible logics (in- 
compatible since one of them implies the “repression” of the other), it 
reveals the inherent limitation of the hard-boiled universe. 

We encounter the same ethical narrative of the act qua suicidal repe- 
tition of a forced choice in William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice. The trau- 
matic original situation takes place in a German concentration camp 
where a Nazi officer confronts Sophie with an impossible choice: she has 
to choose one of her two children to survive, while the other will be sent 
to a gas chamber; if she refuses to make the choice, both of them will 
die. Driven into a corner, Sophie chooses the younger son, thus con- 
tracting a burden of guilt which drives her into madness. At the end of 
the novel, she exculpates herself by means of a suicidal gesture: torn 
between her two loves, a psychotic failed artist to whom she is indebted 
for saving her life after her arrival in America, and a young beginning 
writer, she chooses the first and together they commit suicide.? Although 
“Sophie’s choice” functions today as a true casum evoked in numerous 
ethical treatises, one should note how, as a rule, attention is focused. on 
the original situation of forced choice and on its disturbing ethical im- 
plications (How should one perform in such a situation? Is not the proper 
attitude to refuse the choice as such, whatever the costs?), whereas the 
problem of repetition, i.e., of the suicidal act by means of which the subject 
can later exculpate himself, is singularily absent from the debate. 


“Distributive justice” and its exception 


This uneasiness betrays the fact that “Sophie’s choice” subverts far 
more than the hard-boiled universe: it saps the very foundations of the 
notion of justice which regulates our everyday commerce, namely the 
notion of “distributive justice.” Let us just recall its most elaborate ar- 
ticulation, John Rawls’s Theory of Justices an attempt to give liberal 
ethics a radical antiutilitarian, Kantian twist. In a thoroughly Kantian 
fashion, Rawls “evacuates” the ethical domain, ie., empties it of all 
“pathological” (contingent, empirical) objects. That is to say, Rawls’s 
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crucial thesis is his affirmation of the primacy of Justice over the good: 
justice has to be defined prior to and independently of what we take for 
good, it cannot be deduced from the notion of good. In contemporary 
secular societies in which a multitude of world views coexist, every par- 
ticular, determinate notion of the supreme good is experienced as an 
ultimately “contingent” entity; consequently, no unity—the ideological 


_ “cement” holding them together—can be defined in the terms of some 


common good. What is thereby refuted is also every form of utilitarianism 
which renders Justice dependent on the “calculus of pleasures,’’ on the 
maximizing of the Good for the greatest possible number of people—to 
refer to psychoanalytical terminology, Rawls takes up a position “beyond 
the pleasure principle,” as well as beyond its inherent prolongation, the 
reality principle. This is what is at stake in the distinction he elaborates 
between the rational and the reasonable: the Rational consists of the 
“calculus of pleasures,” of the economy of expenses and gains at the level 
of the reality principle, it is the agency which tells us when it is profitable 
to renounce the present pleasure for the sake of the long-term gain, i.e., 
to obey a social norm although this obedience is detrimental to our short- 
term interests; whereas Justice concerns ethical principles which are to 
be followed irrespective of the “rational” consideration of our “patho- 
logical,” contingent interests. Rawls’s central notion of the “veil of ig- 
norance” aims precisely at this erasure of the subject’s “pathological” 
considerations: the ethical subject acts as if he does not know where (which 
position within society) he speaks from, he is constituted by means of this 
abstraction from his position of enunciation. 
The paradox of the subject of Justice is thus that the total transparency 
of his object entails the total impenetrability of the place from which he 
speaks: on the one hand, he is supposed to be totally informed about the 
society on which he is called to pass a judgment, about the position of 
all its subjects, about their interests and their views; on the other hand, 
the reverse of this supposition of total knowledge is a radical ignorance 
of the way the subject himself is “embedded” in the social universe—a 
“reasonable” judgment must express a standpoint which the subject 
would agree with even if his position on the social scale were the lowest.4 
This erasure of the “pathological” content of the subject’s position of 
enunciation can be written in Lacanian mathems as S — §, i.e., the passage 
from the “pathological” subject full of particular interests to the emptied, 
“barred,” subject of Justice; in other words, the subject is irreducibly split 
into the “pathological” subject made of “flesh and blood” and the ethical 
subject, a kind of symbolic fiction, an abstract participant of the “original 
situation” in which the social contract was made. The status of this social 
contract—the symbolic pact qua original social fact prior to any utilitarian 
“calculus of interests”—is also that of a symbolic fiction: the only way 
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to pass a coherent ethical judgment on the present state of actual society 
is to proceed from the fiction of the “original situation” in which the 
subjects concluded the social contract, covering with the “veil of igno- 
rance” the “pathological” determination of themselves qua beings of flesh 
and blood. The Lacanian notion of the Ego-Ideal (as opposed to the ideal 
ego) is to be located precisely at this fictitious place of the “original 
situation,” the place from which the subject looks at himself so that he 
is able to pass ethical judgment—that is to say, judgment on the distri- 
bution of goods, since, according to Rawls, Justice ultimately concerns 
the distribution of goods, i.e., is distributive justice. 

However, aS was demonstrated by Jean-Pierre Dupuy,* “Sophie’s 
choice” presents a limit case which, like the apocryphal grain of sand, 
disturbs the logical mechanism of distributive justice. The crucial point 
is that “Sophie’s choice” is not just another case of the standard sacrificial 
situation in which we sacrifice the rights of the individual for the larger 
benefit of the community (as in a situation of extreme interethnic tensions 
where the utilitarian logic tells us that it is “rational” to put to death 
some innocent individuals since we know that this sacrifice will calm 
passions and thus spare a far greater number of lives). It is easy to defend 
the antiutilitarian liberal standpoint against such a logic of the scapegoat 
into which the collective guilt is projected: one has simply to affirm the 
right of the individual not to be wronged for the sake of the allegedly 
higher interests of the community. Yet, in “Sophie’s choice,” nobody is 
less harmed if she refuses the choice: in this case, both of the children 
die. In other words, this situation does stand Rawls’s test of the “veil of 
ignorance”: even if one occupies the position of the sacrificed child, the 
“reasonable” thing to do is to accept the sacrifice since the victim does 
not lose anything by it, only others gain. As pointed out by Dupuy, what 
we encounter here is not just the limit of utilitarianism but the limit of 
reason as such: “‘Sophie’s choice” is not only “rational” but also “rea- 
sonable” in Rawls’s sense, yet our ethical intuition tells us unmistakably 
that there is something wrong with it ... Consequently, the paradox 
‘‘Sophie’s choice” presents for Rawls’s theory is the following: the fun- 
damental attitude of this theory is “antisacrificial,” i.e. its ultimate aim 
is to undermine the traditional ethics of the individual’s sacrifice for the 
benefit of the community and to replace it with the ethics of tolerance, 
of individual rights, etc.; yet its own axioms, when applied to “Sophie’s 
choice,” legitimate the sacrificial choice. In this sense, we can say that 
this version of the sacrificial situation presents a “blind spot” of Rawls’s 
theory: a strange body which is ultimately incompatible with it, yet which, 
at the same time, cannot be inherently refuted and therefore has to be 
excluded (sacrificed?) in advance if the theory is to maintain its consistency. 
In a somewhat naive formulation, we could say that Rawls’ ethics is “not 
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made for sacrificial situations”: Rawls does not offer a better answer of 
how to act in a sacrificial situation, what he offers are rather principles 
which, if followed, prevent the very rise of sacrificial situations.° 


Sacrifice, traditional and utilitarian 


It may seem that we have condensed in the figure of “sacrificial logic” 
two incompatible ethical attitudes, the traditional communitarian one 
and the utilitarian one; however, it can be shown that we are dealing here 
with a split inherent to sacrificial logic which concerns a shift in the status 
of knowledge. The traditional sacrificial logic was described in a para- 
digmatic way by René Girard.’ guilt is projected onto the scapegoat whose 
sacrifice allows us to establish social peace by localizing violence; as if 
in recognition of this beneficial role he plays, the victim thus gains the 
aura of sanctity. The crucial component of this “generative scapegoating” 
is of course that society “really believes” in the scapegoat’s guilt: the 
“social function” of the scapegoating lies in its by-product, in the way it 
guarantees the social pact, yet it can perform this function only insofar 
as it is not directly posited as its aim. The utilitarian sacrifice implies on 
the contrary a cynical-manipulative attitude: the organizer of the scape- 
goating in no way believes in the victim’s guilt, his point is simply that 
one has to give preference to the interests of the community over the 
rights of the individual—the individual’s sacrifice is acceptable insofar as 
it prevents the disintegration of the social fabric. The problem with this 
cynical-“enlightened” logic of the sacrifice is that it presupposes and needs 
the “other” (“ordinary people”) in the role of the simpleton who “really 
believes” in the scapegoat’s guilt—otherwise, there is no point in the 
sacrifice. To render visible the dubious nature of this presupposition, we 
have only to think of the Stalinist monster trials as the most explicit 
form of cynical-utilitarian sacrificial logic (apart from fascist anti-Semi- 
tism): the answer to the question “Did the prosecutors really believe in 
their victim’s guilt?” is far more difficult and ambiguous than it may 
seem. A “true” Stalinist would probably say: even if, on the level of 
immediate facts, the accused are innocent, they are all the more guilty 
on a deeper level of historical responsibility—by the very insistence on 
their abstract-legal innocence, they have given preference to their indi- 
viduality over the larger historical interests of the working class expressed 
in the will of the Party ... This argument clearly resumes the paradox 
of the sacred space at work in traditional sacrificial logic: as soon as a 
man finds himself occupying the place of the sacred victim, his very being 
is stigmatized and the-more he proclaims his innocence, the more he is 
guilty—since his guilt resides in his very resistance to the assumption of 
“guilt,” i.e., the symbolic mandate of the victim conferred on him by the 
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community. What the victim has to do in order to be “equal to his task” 
is therefore to assume the burden of guilt in full consciousness of his 
innocence: the more he is innocent, the greater is the weight of his 
sacrifice. 

In other words, the reference to the simpletons who are supposed to 
“really believe” in the victim’s guilt and for the sake of whom the entire 
spectacle of scapegoating is staged, is deeply ambiguous: by means of it, 
the utilitarian manipulator transposes onto the other his own (uncon- 
scious) belief, like the parents who “of course do not believe in Santa 
Claus, we just pretend to believe in order not to disappoint our chil- 
dren...” The break separating the manipulating utilitarian who justifies 
scapegoating by its social benefits from traditional sacrificial logic is there- 
fore far less clear-cut than it may seem, it is rather a case of continuous 
gradation: manipulation itself must be supported by the presupposition 
of a naive believer, and traditional sacrifice itself is never “pure” but 
contains always an element of “manipulation.” To put it succinctly, the 
split is inherent to both versions of the sacrifice, both resort to the fe- 
tishistic logic of “I know very well (that the victim is innocent), but 
nevertheless...’ This continuous passage is rendered possible by their 
common feature: the assumption that “sacrifice pays,” which results from 
the foundation of ethics in the common Good. On the other hand, the 
Kantian revolution, by repudiating this foundation of ethics in the com- 
mon Good (and its corollary, the ethical valuation of an act by its actual 
consequences),® breaks without reserve with the sacrificial logic in its 
traditional as well as its utilitarian versions—from what quarter then do 
the paradoxes arise with which Rawls becomes entangled in his endeavor 
to elaborate the contours of an antisacrificial ethics? 


Le pére... 


At this precise point, a reference to psychoanalytic theory comes to 
our assistance: the fundamental insight behind the notions of the Oedipus 
complex, incest prohibition, symbolic castration, the advent of the Name 
of the Father, etc., is that a certain “sacrificial situation” defines the very 
status of man qua “parlétre,” “being of language.” That is to say, what 
is the entire psychoanalytic theory of “socialization,” of the emergence 
of the subject from the encounter of a presymbolic life substance of “en- 
joyment” and the symbolic order, if not the description of a sacrificial 
situation which, far from being exceptional, is the story of everyone and 
as such constitutive? This constitutive character means that the “social 
contract,” the inclusion of the subject in the symbolic community, has 
the structure of a forced choice: the subject supposed to choose freely his 
community (since only a free choice is morally binding) does not exist 
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prior to this choice, he is constituted by means of it. The choice of com- 
munity, the “social contract,” is a paradoxical choice where I maintain 
the freedom of choice only if I “make the right choice”: if I choose the 
“other” of the community, I stand to lose the very freedom, the very 
possibility of choice (in clinical terms: I choose psychosis). What is sac- 
rificed in the act of choice is of course the Thing, the incestuous Object 
that embodies impossible enjoyment—the paradox consisting in the fact 
that the incestuous Object comes to be through being lost, i.e., that it is 
not given prior to its loss. For that reason, the choice is forced: its terms 
are incomparable, what I cede in order to gain inclusion in the community 
of symbolic exchange and distribution of goods is in one sense “all” (the 
Object of desire) and in another sense “nothing at all” (since it is in itself 
impossible, i.e., since, in the case of its choice, I lose all). This is the 
point which clearly marks the specificity of psychoanalysis: all other the- 
ories conceive the incest prohibition as a term in an act of exchange 
which ultimately “pays,” whereby the subject gets something in return 
(cultural progress, other women, and so forth), whereas psychoanalysis 
insists that the subject gets nothing in exchange (and also gives nothing).? 
In short, this renunciation is “pure,” a pure negative gesture of withdrawal 
which constitutes the space of possible gains and losses, i.e., of the dis- 
tribution of goods: women become an object of exchange and distribution 
only after the ““mother thing” is posited as prohibited. Therein consists 
the psychoanalytic reading of Kant: the primacy of Justice over the Good 
implies that the supreme Good (the Thing in itself gua incestuous Obj ect) 
is posited as impossible/unattainable. 

In the last years of his teaching, Lacan formulated this choice as the 
alternative of “Je pére ou pire,” “the Father or worse”—-the choice is not 
between good and bad but between bad and worse. The forced choice of 
community, i.e., the subordination to the authority of the Name of the 
Father, is “bad” since, by means of it, the subject “gives way as to his 
desire,” and thus contracts an indelible guilt (as Lacan says, the only 


thing that the subject can be guilty of in psychoanalysis is to give way 
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as to his desire).!° This guilt constitutive of the subject, which is at the 
root of what Freud calls the “discontent” that pertains to culture, can 
help us to explain why the Lacanian mathem for the subject is $, that is 
to say: the subject crossed off, evacuated, reduced to the empty gesture 
ofa forced choice. Which is why the time for the subject is never present: 
the subject constitutes himself when, all of a sudden, the presubjective 
X is posited as the one who has already chosen; social reality is “sub- 
jectivized” when, all of a sudden, it is imputed to the subject as something 
that he has freely chosen.'! Consequently, the scheme of alienation that 
Lacan proposes in his Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis 
has to be taken quite literally, as a choice between the two signifiers: the 
subject cannot “have it all” and choose himself as nonbarred, all he can 
choose is a partial mark, one of the two signifiers, the symbolic mandate 
that will represent him, designate his place in the intersubjective network, 
function as his stand-in in the Other—in other words, in which he will 
be alienated. In the case of “Sophie’s choice,” the dyad S,-S, can be read 
as the two children out of which she is forced to choose one; in Romeo 
and Juliet, S,-S, is the couple of two Names of the Father, Montague 
and Capulet: if Romeo and Juliet would prefer to remain members ofa 
community, one of them would have to renounce his/her Name and 
adjoin the other’s. Yet the two of them did not “sive way as to their 
desire’’: by means of their suicidal gesture, they repeated the fundamental 
choice into which they were born by disowning their respective Names, 
separating themselves from the totality of S,-S, and thereby choosing 


themselves as “worse”; the same as with Sophie who, in her repeated . 


choice, chooses herself as “worse,” as nonsymbolizable object. The La- 
canian mathem for this “worse” element which presents the only alter- 
native to the “bad” choice of the Father is namely objet petit a: “le pére 
ou pire” ultimately amounts to the alternative “Father or the objet petit 
a.” It is against this background that one has to grasp Lacan’s thesis that 
“a madman is the only free man”: the “madman” (the psychotic) is the 
subject who has refused to walk into the trap of the forced choice and 


Why Is Every Act a Repetition? / 77 


to accept that he has “always already chosen”; he took the choice “se- 
riously” and chose the impossible opposite of the Name of the Father, 
ie., of the symbolic identification which confers us a place in the inter- 
subjective space. Which is why Lacan insists that psychosis is to be “lo- 
cated within the register of ethics”: psychosis is a mode “not to give way 
as to our desire,” it signals our refusal to exchange enjoyment for the 
Name of the Father.” 


... Ou pire 


Thereby, we have already indicated that Lacan’s last word is not the 
forced choice. The original position of man qua being of language is 
decidedly that of alienation in the signifier (in the symbolic order): the 
first choice is necessarily that of the Father, which marks the subject with 
the indelible guilt pertaining to his very (symbolic) existence. This alien- 
ation is best exemplified by the Kantian moral subject: the split subject 
subordinated to the moral imperative, caught in the vicious circle of the 
superego where he is all the more guilty the more he obeys its command. 
Yet Lacan’s wager is that it is possible for the subject to get rid of the 
superego pressure by repeating the choice and thus exculpating himself 
of his constitutive guilt. The price of it is exorbitant: if the first choice 
is “bad,” its repetition is in its very formal structure “worse” since it is 
an act of separation from the symbolic community: Lacan’s supreme 
example is here of course Antigone’s suicidal “No!” to Creon. 

Therein consists the Lacanian definition of the authentic ethical act: 
an act which reaches the utter limit of the primordial forced choice and 
repeats it in the reverse sense. Such an act presents the only moment 
when we are effectively “free”: Antigone is “free” after she has been 
excommunicated from the community. In our time, such acts seem al- 
most unthinkable: their pendants are usually disqualified as “terrorism,” 
like the gesture of Gudrun Ensslin, leader of the “Red Army Faction,” 
a Maoist “terrorist” organization, who killed herself in the maximum- 
security prison in 1978. Her story was told in Margaretha von Trotta’s 
film The Times of Plumb (the parallel between her destiny and that of 
Antigone has already been drawn in Volker Schloendorf’s episode in the 
omnibus Germany in Autumn). Today, when Antigone is as a rule “do- 
mesticated,” made into a pathetic guardian of the community against 
tyrannical state power, it is all the more necessary to insist on the scan- 
dalous character of her ““No!” to Creon: those who do not want to talk 
about the “terrorist” Gudrun, should also keep quiet about Antigone. 
Was not Antigone’s gesture repeated by RAF sympathizers who took part 
in Gudrun’s funeral—masked, since they knew they were being filmed by 
the police? What was really disturbing about the RAF “terrorism” was 
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not the bombs but the refusal of the forced choice, of the fundamental 
social pact, implied in their attitude. How, then, should one answer the 
reproach that RAF members “went too far” when, in the name of their 
“mad” choice, they suspended the most elementary ethics? One should 
assume it fully—on condition that “suspension of the ethica ” 1s grasped 
here in its precise Kierkegaardian sense (the obvious “Kierkegaardian 
overtone of the terms we used to determine the act—“repetition,’ choice 
of freedom,” “guilt”—should suffice to legitimize this turn). The funda- 
mental ethical gesture is the subject’s alienation in the universality of the 
symbolic pact, whereas the religious marks the suspension of the ethical, 
ie., the moment of the “mad” decision when, instead of the I, the sym- 
bolic identity, the universal law, we choose a, the exception, the particular 
object that sticks out from the symbolic order. In short, the leap into the 
religious repeats the ethical forced choice and thereby exculpates us of 
the guilt implied in it. 


Repetition: imaginary, symbolic, real 


Repetition as act is to be distinguished from its other modalities; that 
is to say, the status of the repetition with Kierkegaard is triple, according 
to his triad of the esthetical, ethical, and religious stages (or, to name 
their Lacanian equivalents, Imaginary, Symbolic, and Real)? 

In the esthetical stage, the impossibility of repetition is experienced 
under the guise of the imaginary deadlocks that the subject encounters 
when he endeavors to resuscitate the fullness of past pleasures. In his 
Repetition, Kierkegaard exemplifies this deadlock by means of the failure 
of his (i.e., the narrator’s) return to Berlin: every attempt to restore some 
past intense experience is doomed to result in an anticlimax—even if, on 
the level of “reality,” the thing is exactly the same (Kierkegaard goes to 
the same restaurants and theaters, visits the same friends), it now leaves 
him cold and indifferent ... 

In the ethical stage, repetition assumes the form of the universal norms 
of conduct: instead of chasing the elusive moments of esthetical pleasure, 
we rely upon the certitude of repetition. Repetition is a sign of maturity 
when the subject has learned to avoid the twin traps of impatient hope 
in the New and of nostalgic memory of the Old: we find satisfaction in 
the return of the Same, like the happy marital couple who has overcome 
the yearning for exotic adventures, yet is still able to avoid melancholic 
remembrance of past passions. The deadlock which pushes Kierkegaard 
toward the next (religious) stage is of course the experience of how, at 
this stage too, repetition is impossible: the ideal point at which we over- 

come the futile yearning for the New without falling into a nostalgic 
backward-directed attitude, is never present as such. The structure of 
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subjective time is such that, from hopeful expectations, from “‘too early,” 
we are thrown all of a sudden into melancholic remembrance, into ‘‘too 
late.” In other words, the self-referential paradox consists in the fact that 
the ideal point between hope and memory is present precisely and only 
in the mode of hope or memory: in youthful zeal we hope to find peace 
in a beloved spouse one never gets tired of; in old age we remember the 
happy time fulfilled with the reliable rhythm of repetition . . . 

The most succinct determination of the status of repetition in the re- 
ligious stage is of course its reflection into itself: insofar as repetition is 
not possible, it is possible to repeat this very experience of impossibility, 
i.e., the failure to attend the Object. This is how Lacan conceives the 
difference between repetition of a signifier and repetition gua traumatic 
encounter with the Real: the repetition of a signifier repeats the symbolic 
trait unaire, the mark to which the object is reduced, and thus constitutes 
the ideal order of the Law, whereas “traumatism” designates precisely 
the reemergent failure to integrate some “impossible” kernel of the Real. 
What Kierkegaard has in mind here is, ultimately, the well-known op- 
position of two attitudes to history: when we are thrown into historical 
“becoming,” caught in its flow, we experience the abyss of history’s 
“openness,” we are forced to choose; afterward, when we cast a retro- 
spective gaze on it, its course loses the character of “becoming” and 
appears as the manifestation of some “eternal” necessity. It is therefore 
in the name of this abyss of free decision that Kierkegaard turns against 
the retrospective “comprehension of history’? which endeavors to account 
for the necessity of what took place: those who “comprehend history” 
are nothing but “backward-turned prophets,” they are no better than 
those who pass forward prophecies—both are forgetful of the free decision 
involved in the act of becoming: if we observe the past as necessary, we 
forget that it is something that came into existence.'* By means of the 
repetition of the past, we undermine this image of history gua the linear 
process of the unfolding ofan underlying necessity and unearth its process 
of becoming: to “repeat” the October Revolution, for example, means 
not to look at it as a link in the chain of historical necessity but to render 
visible the existential deadlock of its participants, the weight of decisions 
they were forced to assume within that unique constellation. 

Kierkegaard’s crucial point is that what we have here is precisely rep- 
etition, not remembrance: we do not “transpose ourselves into the spirit 
of the past” from a standpoint of an external, neutral gaze; the past 
appears in its “openness,” in its possibility, only to those whose present 
situation is threatened by the same abyss, who are caught in the same 
deadlock. In this sense Kierkegaard conceives the Christian attitude as 
the experience of our “simultaneousness with the humiliated Christ of 
the Gospel”: in the act of repetition by means of which we became Chris 
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tians we do not identify with Christ qua Master but with a humiliated 
originator of a scandalous act. The same “simultaneousness” with the 
past of catastrophic failures and humiliations is referred to in Walter 
Benjamin’s Theses on the Philosophy of History where he determines 
revolution as repetition which suspends linear historical progress: when 
a revolution conceives itself as repetition of past failed revolutionary 
attempts, these attempts are rendered visible in their very “openness,” 
as desperate acts to break the “great chain of (historical) being.” Revo- 
lution “delivers” the past failed attempts by repeating them in their “pos- 
sibility,” it retroactively realizes their potentials which were crushed in 
the victorious course of “official” history.'° The specific dimension of 
this repetition, in which, to the gaze of those stigmatized by the utmost 
actual threat, the past appears in its “possibility,” is that of theology—it 
is perhaps somewhat easier to understand thus why the concept of rep- 
etition was eminently theological for Kierkegaard. 


Repetition and postmodernity 


Now we can approach from a new perspective also the ill-famed prob- 
lem of the postmodern loss of proper historical sense, ie., its lack of 
appreciation of the common tradition which unites us with our past. The 
experience of how we are “embedded” in a historical continuum is al- 
legedly superseded by the logic of nostalgia, by the fascination with an 
etheric image of the past wrested from its historical context. Benjamin’s 
concept of repetition qua stasis, suspension of the historical continuum, 
forms an appropriate antidote to this reproach, since, in it the two terms 
exchange their respective “value”: for Benjamin, “truth” lies on the side 
of the anhistorical stasis, whereas History is always “false,” a narrative 
of the victor who legitimizes his victory by presenting the previous de- 
velopment as the linear continuum leading to his own final triumph. 
How, then, should we deal with this antagonism of the two perspectives 
on history, of the partisans of historicity who deplore the loss of historical 
sensitivity in the postmodern nostalgia and of the Benjaminian reliance 
upon the delivering power of the “anhistorical” repetition which inter- 
rupts the historical continuum? The first step is of course to grasp this 
antagonism as inherent to each of the two terms, historicity and anhis- 
torical repetition. The “historical sense” is inherently torn between aware- 
ness of the way the very place from which we speak is determined by a 
“decentered”? historical tradition, and between “historicism,” i.e., the 
Master’s gaze which, viewing history from a safe metalanguage distance, 
constructs the linear narrative of “historical evolution.” The postmodern 
anhistorical stasis, on the other hand, is torn between repetition qua 
suspension of movement by means of which we “synchronize” our men- 
aced position with that of our predecessors, and between repetition qua 
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aced position with that of our predecessors, and between repetition qua 
nostalgia, the proper object of which is not the image of the past but 
rather the very gaze enraptured by this image—nostalgia always relies on 
such a reflexive turn, what really fascinates us in it is the gaze still able 
to immerse itself “naively” in the etheric image of the lost past. In both 
cases, the logic of the “fall” (from historical awareness into historicism; 
from repetition gua stasis into nostalgia) is the same, it implies our ex- 
clusion from the process, our acquiring an external distance; yet the cru- 
cial thing is that in the double form in which this antagonism is expe- 
rienced, the terms are linked diagonally (historicity proper is opposed to 
nostalgia and historicism to repetition), so that we obtain a kind of Grei- 
masian semiotic square. 


Historicity «<——————+._ Repetition 


Historicism Nostalgia 


The key to this enigma consists in the basic paradox of historicity as 
opposed to historicism: what distinguishes it is precisely the presence of 
an unhistorical kernel. That is to say, the only way to save historicity 
from the fall into historicism, into the notion of the linear succession of 
“historical epochs,” is to conceive these epochs as a series of ultimately 
failed attempts to deal with the same “unhistorical” traumatic kernel (in 
Marxism, this kernel is of course the class struggle, class antagonism)— 
in short, to conceive the founding gesture of each new epoch as repetition 
in the precise Kierkegaardian-Benjaminian sense. The most succinct def 
inition of historicism is therefore: historicity minus the unhistorical ker- 
nel of the Real—and the function of the nostalgic image is precisely to 
fill out the empty place of this exclusion, i.e., the blind spot of historicism. 
In other words, what the nostalgic image conceals is not the historical 
mediation but on the contrary the unhistorical traumatic kernel which 
returns as the Same through all historical epochs (in Marxist terms, the 
nostalgic image of idyllic precapitalist society as opposed to Capitalist 
antagonism ultimately conceals the class struggle which is what remains 
the same in the passage from feudalism to capitalism). 
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“Either/or’ redoubled 


The double opposition (historicity vs. nostalgia, historicism vs. repe- 
tition) can be arranged into a narrative succession: 1n a first moment, we 
- yefuse nostalgic stasis in the name of historical sense; ina second moment, 
we become aware of how this historical sense itself turns into its opposite, 
into historicism, if we do not take into account the unhistorical kernel 
in its midst—the affirmation of historical sense proper implies its punctual 
suspension. This narrative succession offers us also the matrix of Kier- 
kegaard’s triad esthetical, ethical, religious, where the middle term (eth- 
ical) undergoes the same split, which is why the very affirmation of a 
proper ethical attitude entails its punctual suspension. The crucial point 
is that the three moments cannot be “synchronized”: we never choose 
among the three positions simultaneously, we choose either within the 
first “either/or,” i.e., between the esthetical and the ethical, or within the 
second “either/or,” i.e., between the ethical and the religious. First, one 
has to choose either to yield to the pleasure of the moment or to opt for 
the universality of moral law; then, one has to choose either to accept 
the universality of moral law as the ultimate horizon or to be prepared 
to suspend it for the sake of the religious demand. That is to say, the 
problem of the religious suspension of the ethical emerges only after we 
have already chosen the ethical.'* 

The shift of perspective at work here can be exemplified by means of 
the dialectic of law and violence: first, law appears as opposed to partic- 
ular acts of violence that subvert it, the subject is torn between “path- 
ological” impulses to transgress law and between the ethical injunction 
to obey it; then, the ground is suddenly swept from under his feet when 
he experiences how the reign of law itself is founded upon violence, 1.€., 
how the imposition of the reign of law consists in the universalization 
of a violence which thereby becomes “legal.” This violent reverse of the 
law is—to put it in Kierkegaard’s terms—‘“the law in becoming.” The 


experience of this reversal can be rendered palpable apropos of today’s . 


spontaneous ideological perception of the threats to the existing world 
order: now, with the disintegration of “really existing socialism,” the 
neutral, universal medium, the presupposed measure of the “norma a 
state of things, is organized around the notion of capitalist democracy 
(the market, pluralism, etc.), whereas those who oppose it are more and 
more reduced to “irrational,” marginal positions (“terrorists,” “funda- 
mentalist fanatics”). As soon as some political force threatens too much 
the circulation of capital—even if it is, for example, a benign ecological 
protest against woodcutting—it is instantly labeled “terrorist,” ““arra- 
tional,” etc. Perhaps, our very survival depends on our capacity to per- 
form the above-described reversal and to locate the true source of mad- 
ness in the allegedly neutral measure of “normalcy” which enables us to 
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perceive all opposition to it as “irrational.” Today when the media bom- 
bard us with shocking revelations about different versions of ‘““madness” 
that threaten the “normal” circuit of our everyday lives, from serial killers 
to religious fundamentalists, from Saddam Hussein to narco-cartels, one 
has to rely more than ever on Hegel’s dictum that the true source of evil 
is the very neutral gaze which perceives Evil all around. 

In a first approach, all this has nothing to do with Kierkegaard’s notion 
of the religious; yet things become clearer as soon as we consider that 
Kierkegaard’s aim was to reaffirm the Christian attitude in its “scandal- 
ous” reverse, before it settled down into a force of law and order, ie., to 
reaffirm it as an act, as was the very appearance of Christ in the eyes of 
the keepers of the old law, before Christ was “christianized,” made part 
of the new law of Christian tradition. This scandalous “suspension of the 
Ethical” (of the old Jewish law) inherent to the Christian attitude is what 
Kierkegaard wants to resuscitate in his furious polemics against insti- 
tutionalized Christianity (“Christendom”) that occupied the last years of 
his life. One is here tempted to reread Kierkegaard’s insistence that every 
believer must “repeat” Christ’s scandal—i.e., Christianity in its ““becom- 
ing,” before it turned into an established necessity—through the per- 
spective of G. K. Chesterton’s perspicacious remark about how the de- 
tective story “keeps in some sense before the mind the fact that 
civilization itself is the most sensational of departures and the most ro- 
mantic of rebellions. ... It is based on the fact that morality is the most 
dark and daring of conspiracies.”!’ This is what is ultimately at stake in 
the second “either/or”: the experience of how the ethical attitude is the 
only true subversion. To paraphrase Chesterton, when the true Christian 
believer stands alone, fearless amid the knives and fists of the servants 
of established necessity, it does certainly serve to remind us that it is the 
agent of belief who is the original and subversive figure, while the esthetic 
footpads yielding to pleasures are merely placid old cosmic conservatives, 
happy in the immemorial respectability of apes and wolves. Or, to par- 
aphrase Brecht from his Three-Penny Opera: we enter the religious when 
we say to ourselves “What is a transgression of the law against the 
transgression that pertains to the law itself? What are the petty human 
crimes against the voice of God ordering Abraham the senseless sacrifice 


of his son? Which human crime can approach the cruelty of God’s trifling 
with human destiny?’’!® 


3.2 Identity and Authority 
The “exception reconciled in the universal” 
What one should not miss here is the inherent link between this sus- 


pension of the Ethical and Kierkegaard’s notion of authority: by means 
of his readiness to sacrifice his beloved son, Abraham attests his uncon- 
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ditional submission to God’s authority; if he would judge God’s demand 
as to its content (“How can He demand of me something so atrocious?”), 
God’s authority would be submitted to his judgment and thereby de- 
valorized. In other words, God’s proper authority is experienced only in 
the religious suspension of the Ethical: if God would only be a power 
which confers supplementary authority on ethical commands, he would 
lose his proper authority and function as an esthetical supplement to the 
ethics, i.e., a kind of imaginary creature procuring ordinary people, en- 
slaved to imagination, to obey the abstract ethical imperatives. As we 
have already pointed out, this religious suspension of the Ethical is not 
its simple external abolition but its inherent condition of possibility, 1€., 
precisely that which confers on the Ethical its identity. The same point 
can be rendered also in terms of the universal and its constitutive ex- 
ception: the religious “suspension of the Ethical” refers to an exception 
which does not relate to the universal as its external transgression but, 
precisely qua exception, founds it: 


The rigorous and determinate exception who although he is in 
conflict with the universal still is an offshoot of it, sustains him- 
self... . The exception who thinks the universal in that he thinks 
himself through; he explains the universal in that he explains 
himself. Consequently, the exception explains the universal and 
himself, and if one really wants to study the universal, one only 
needs to look around for a legitimate exception. The legitimate 
exception is reconciled in the universal.!° 


At the very point at which Kierkegaard opposes himself most violently 
to the alleged Hegelian “tyranny of the Universal,” he is of course at his 
closest to Hegel: what is the Hegelian “concrete Universal” if not the 
“exception reconciled in the Universal,” i.e., the unity of the abstract 
Universal with its constitutive exception? The most ill-famed Hegelian 
example here is of course that of the state gua a rational totality of 
individuals who “made” themselves by means of their labor: the State 
achieves its actuality in the person of the monarch who is immediately, 
i.e., in his very nature, what he is in his symbolic determination (one 
becomes King by birth, not by one’s merits). The King’s exception is 
therefore an exception “reconciled in the Universal” since it founds it; 
the abstract, prereligious ethical republicanism d /a Fichte would of course 
protest against this royal exception, condemning it as an unbearable af- 
front to republican principles, it would call upon us to treat the King the 
same way we treat other citizens, whereas the Hegelian speculation dem- 
onstrates how the very ethical universality, in order to sustain itself, 
requires an exception, a point at which it is suspended.” Yet to avoid 
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repeating over again such commonplaces, let us refer to an entirely dif- 
ferent domain, to a certain peculiarity of Theodor W. Adorno’s style. As 
was pointed out by Fredric Jameson, the rhythm of his essays always 
contains a sudden halt, the refined dialectical analysis is abruptly cut off 
with a proposition which clearly recalls the good old Marxist invectives 
(“ideology of late capitalism,” “expression of the class position of big 
capital,” etc.). Where does the necessity of these repeated lapses into 
“vulgar sociologism” come from? Far from attesting to Adorno’s theo- 
retical weakness, they present the way thought’s constitutive limit is in- 
scribed within the thought itself; that is to say, such a ““vulgar-sociolog- 
ical” reference 


gestures towards an outside of thinking—whether system itself 
in the form of rationalization, or totality as a socioeconomic 
mechanism of domination and exploitation—-which escapes rep- 
resentation by the individual thinker or the individual thought. 
The function of the impure, extrinsic reference is less to inter- 
pret, then, than to rebuke interpretation as such and to include 
within the thought the reminder that it is itself inevitably the 
result of a system that escapes it and which it perpetuates.?! 


The crucial point here is that these “vulgar-sociological” references con- 
cern the level of content, they point toward the “social content” of the 
interpreted phenomena—thereby, we finally reached the paradox we were 
aiming at all the time. Dialectical analysis is ultimately analysis of form, 
it endeavors to dissolve the positivity of its object in the totality of its 
formal mediations. Within the standard “‘poststructuralist” perspective, 
it would therefore seem that such “vulgar” references denote the moment 
of “closure,” the moment when the given field is “sutured” and blinds 
itself to its constitutive outside. Jameson’s point is on the contrary that 
it is precisely such “vulgar-sociological” references which keep the field of 
the analysis of form open, i.e., which prevent the thought from falling into 
the trap of identity and mistaking its limited form of reflection for the 
unattainable form of thought as such. 1n other words, the function of the 
“vulgar-sociological” reference is to represent within the notional content 
what eludes notion as such, namely the totality of its own form: in it, 
that which escapes reflection, the form of its own totality, acquires pos- 
itive existence under the guise of its opposite. Is it necessary to point out 
how it is precisely here, where Adorno purports to break the closed circle 
of the Hegelian self-transparency of the notion, that he remains thor- 
oughly Hegelian? More precisely: it is only here that he attains the proper 
level of the Hegelian speculative identity: what Hegel calls “speculative 
identity” is precisely the identity of the form, of the totality of dialectical 


86 / Why Is Every Acta Repetition? 


mediation which eludes the thought’s grasp, with some unmediated bit 
of content referred to in the “‘vulgar-sociological” gesture (or, in the case 
of the state, the identity of the state gua rational totality with the “iT 
rational,” biological positivity of the King’s body). The proper dialectical 
approach therefore includes its own suspension, a point of exception 
which is constitutive of the dialectical analysis. ae 

That is the ill-famed dialectical “coincidence of the opposites”: the 
pure form of dialectical mediation maintains its distance from the pos- 
itive content it mediates only by means of its coincidence with the most 
inert, “nonmediated,” remainder of this content, and the Lacanian 
“Real” ultimately denotes such a nonmediated leftover which serves as 
a support of the symbolic structure in its formal pureness.” Yet the 
paradox of identity resides in the fact that it is precisely through this 
remainder of the Real—through this supplementary remark which main- 
tains its nonidentity and openness—that the system (Hegelian state, Ador- 
no’s theoretical edifice) achieves its identity with itself: as Hegel puts it, 
a state without the monarch at its head is not actually a state, and the 
same goes for Adorno’s theory which, devoid of the “vulgar-sociological 
sallies, would remain a maze of disconnected associations. 


The vicious circle of dialectics and its remainder 


By means of taking into account this paradox of the Hegelian notion 
of identity, one can prove false the extremely influential critique of the 
logic of self-reflection proposed in the 1960s by Dieter Henrich; its basic 
argument is that the self-reflective model of self-consciousness necessarily 
implicates us in a vicious circle. According to Henrich, the self-reflective 
model of self-consciousness conceives the relationship of consciousness 
to itself as that of mirroring self-objectivization: the consciousness makes 
itself its own object; this capacity to make oneself one’s own object by 
way of reflection distinguishes man from animal. In self-consciousness, 
the I splits into the I-subject and the I-object which are at the same time 
identical (self-consciousness consists in their coincidence). Problems arise 
as soon as we consider the fact that self-consciousness does not exist prior 
to self-reflection—the “object” comprehended by consciousness in the act 
of self-consciousness is the very consciousness conscious of itself. This 
way, one necessarily gets entangled in an impasse: if what the J compre- 
hends, makes its object in the act of self-reflection is already in itself self- 
consciousness, then self-reflection does not explain self-consciousness, 
does not render its inherent structure, since it presupposes it as something 
already there; if, on the contrary, the I-object is not in itself self-con- 
sciousness, then the I-subject and the I-object are not identical and we 
do not have to do with self-consciousness . . . Self-reflection is thus either 
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superfluous (it presupposes as already there what it purports to explain, 
i.e., self-consciousness) or it destroys the phenomenon to be explained 
(insofar as it implies the nonidentity of the I-subject and the I-object). 
Against the background of this critique, Henrich redefines the standard 
textbook image of the relationship between Fichte’s and Hegel’s philos- 
ophy: the fundamental insight of Fichte’s thought, its permanent living 
source, is an awareness of this impasse of self-reflection, and his entire 
philosophical development bears witness to the effort to find a way out 
of it. The successive stages of Fichte’s philosophy, the new and newer 
drafts of the “doctrine of science (Wissenschafislehre),” are so many at- 
tempts to tackle an insistent traumatic kernel which “returns as the 
same.” Fichte first endeavors to extricate himself from it by means of 
the notion of the pure self-positing of the I: he conceives the identity of 
the I with itself (I = I) as the absolute starting point of philosophy. The 
“[’ is an activity which coincides absolutely with its own self-positing, 
it “is” only insofar as it posits itself by means of its consciousness of 
itself; as such, it is the original unity of subject and object, of being and 
doing. In more contemporary terms, one could say that what Fichte aims 
at here is the notion ofa pure performative: I = I designates the absolute 
coincidence of the enunciated (the propositional content) with its process 
of enunciation, i.e., a content which consists of nothing but the act of its 
own positing. Here, however, one encounters the first difficulty: the ab- 
solute identity of the I with itself qua self-positing, this point of pure self- 
transparency, is something that forever eludes the empirical I, since the 
latter is forever entangled in a network of relations to the “non-I,” to the 
objects around it—in Hegelese, the self-positing I remains forever a pre- 
supposition: something that is never “posited as such,” present in the 
transparency of an actual I. What right do we have then to attribute to 
this pure performative self-positing the character of an “T,” if, precisely, 
it never possesses its fundamental characteristic, the transparent self- 
presence? In his late philosophy, Fichte draws the appropriate conclusion 
from the fact that the point which is forever inaccessible to the actual 


Subject is the very point of his absolute self-identity, and conceives the 


absolute as transsubjective, as a foundation out of which the I emerges 
... It is not difficult to see how this failed encounter (I = I is first 
presupposed, then dethroned and conceived as a moment of some trans- 
subjective absolute) repeats the fundamental deadlock of self-reflection.24 

The gist of Henrich’s critique of Hegel is that this insight into the 


_ constitutive impasse of self-reflection gets lost with Hegel: Hegel reaffirms 
self-reflection as “absolute,” as a circular movement capable of positing 


its own presuppositions, of “sublating” them without rest.25 The price 
Hegel has to pay for this is numerous nonthematized equivocations, hid- 


_- den shifts of meaning, which blur the vicious circle of the movement of 
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reflection: according to Henrich, the only way out of this vicious circle 
is to presuppose a kind of “self-acquaintance (Selbstvertrautheit)” of the 
I which precedes self-reflection, i.e., to avoid reducing self-consciousness 
to self-reflection. However, the notion of dialectical identity whose con- 
tours we already designated enables us to point out exactly where this 
criticism misfires: the vicious circle of reflection cannot be an argument 
against Hegel, since Hegel—like Henrich—is not ignorant of the necessity 
to presuppose some surplus which eludes dialectical mediation. Their 
crucial difference lies elsewhere, it concerns the fact that Hegel locates 
this surplus on the opposite end from Henrich: not in an inner “‘self- 
acquaintance,” prior to reflective, self-objectivizing distance of the subject 
from itself, but in a radically contingent externality of some material, 
inert, nonrational remainder. This object is the correlate of the subject: 
it confers on the subject the minimum of consistency and thereby pre- 
vents the subject from collapsing into the vicious circle’s abyss. Let us 
recall again the above-mentioned examples: Adorno’s dialectical edifice 
would crumble into its vicious circle without the support in the “dog- 
matic,” “‘vulgar-sociological” propositions; the state qua a rational to- 
tality would disintegrate without the body of the monarch gua an idiotic 
remainder of nonmediated nature ... All these (and numerous other) 
examples follow the same fundamental logic whose most concise expres- 
sion is the Hegelian paradox of phrenology “the Spirit is a Bone”:”6 the 
true speculative identity is not a sublation of all particular moments in 
a spiritual totality, but the identity of this very totality of rational me- 
diation with an inert, immediate, nonrational “piece of the real”—what 
Lacan would call the collapse of the big Other (the rational symbolic 
order) into petit a, the inert leftover. 

In other words, rational totality clings to an inert “piece of the real” 
precisely insofar as it is caught in a vicious circle. For that reason, Hegel 
converts the Fichtean I = I into the absolute contradiction Spirit = 
Bone, ie., into the point of absolute nonmirroring, the identity of the 
subject qua void with the element in which he cannot recognize his mirror 
image, with the inert leftover, the bone, the rock, the hindrance which 
prevents the absolute self-transparency of the pure performative: the sub- 
ject is posited as correlative to an object which precisely cannot be con- 
ceived as the subject’s objectivization. And what Henrich calls “‘prere- 
flective self-acquaintance’’ designates simply the gesture of 
“subjectivization” by means of which the subject “forgets” how his ex- 
istence clings on an external piece of contingent reality and thereby es- 
tablishes himself as self-present inwardness. The step accomplished by 
Hegel is then to conceive the Fichtean deadlock as its own solution: it 
is not difficult to notice how the paradoxical logic of this inert surplus 
feature repeats the deadlock of reflection: this feature is stricto sensu 
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superfluous (added to the reflective totality of self-mediation), yet si- 
multaneously a foreign body which undermines its consistency. 


Identity and fantasy 


Thereby we reach the paradox of a universal feature (quality) the sus- 
pension of which maintains its field—the paradox which is ultimately that 
of identity itself: the identity of a state resides in the monarch, this “‘ir- 
rational” supplement which “sticks out” and suspends its essential quality 
(its rational character); the identity of a dialectical analysis resides in the 
“vulgar” lapses which suspend its essential quality (the delicacy of dia- 
lectical stratagems) ... Therein consists the crucial shift that has to be 
made with reference to the “deconstructionist” commonplaces about 
identity: indeed, identity is impossible, inherently hindered, its consti- 
tutive gap is always already sutured by some supplementary feature—yet 
one should add that identity “itself” is ultimately nothing but a name 
for such a supplementary feature which “sticks out” and suspends the 
essential quality of the domain whose identity it constitutes. It is therefore 
not sufficient to present “identity of the opposites” as a paradoxical kind 
or species of identity: identity as such is ultimately always already “iden- 
tity of the opposites.” 

And is not the same paradox of identity at work in the way fantasy 
guarantees the consistency of a socio ideological edifice? That is to say, 
“fantasy” designates an element which “sticks out,” which cannot be 
integrated into the given symbolic structure, yet which, precisely as such, 
constitutes its identity. The psychoanalytic clinic detects its fundamental 
matrix in the so-called “pregenital” (anal) object: according to Freudian 
orthodoxy, the fixation on it prevents the emergence of the “normal” 
(genital) sexual relationship; in the Lacanian theory, however, the “object 
is not what hinders the advent of the sexual relationship, as a kind of 
perspective error makes us believe. The object is on the contrary a filler, 
that which fills in the relationship which does not exist and bestows on 


. itits fantasmatic consistency.”2’ Sexual relationship is in itself impossible, 


hindered, and the object does nothing but materialize this “original” 
impossibility, this inherent hindrance; the “perspective error” consists 


_ in conceiving it as a stumbling block to the emergence of the “full” sexual 


telationship—as if, without this troublesome intruder, the sexual rela- 
tionship would be possible in its intact fullness. What we encounter here 
is the paradox of the sacrifice in its purest: the illusion of the sacrifice is 
that renunciation of the object will render accessible the intact whole..In 
the ideological field, this paradox finds its clearest articulation in the anti- 
Semitic concept of the Jew: the Nazi has to sacrifice the Jew in order to 


- be able to maintain the illusion that it is only the “Jewish plot” which 
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prevents the establishment of the “class relationship,” of society as a 
harmonious, organic whole. Which is why, in the last pages of Seminar 
XI, Lacan is fully justified to designate the Holocaust as a “gift of rec- 
onciliation”: is not the Jew the anal object par excellence, i.e., the partial 
object-stain which disturbs the harmony of the class relationship? One 
is tempted, here, to paraphrase the above-quoted Jacques-Alain Miller’s 
proposition: “The Jew is not what hinders the advent of the class rela- 
tionship, as the anti-Semitic perspective error makes us believe. The Jew 
is on the contrary a filler, that which fills in the relationship which does 
not exist and bestows on it its fantasmatic consistency.”* In other words, 
what appears as the hindrance to society’s full identity with itself is ac- 
tually its positive condition: by transposing onto the Jew the role of the 
foreign body which introduces in the social organism disintegration and 
antagonism, the fantasy-image of society qua consistent, harmonious 
whole is rendered possible. 

One of the lessons to be drawn from this notion of antagonism is that 
the concept of ideology must be disengaged from the “representationalist” 
problematic: ideology has nothing to do with “illusion,” with a wrong, 
distorted representation of its social content. To put it succinctly: a po- 
litical standpoint can be quite accurate (“‘true’’) as to its objective content 
and yet thoroughly ideological, and vice versa, the idea it gives of its 
social content can prove totally wrong, and yet there is absolutely nothing 
“ideological” about it. Let us take the case of the “vanishing mediator” 
of the process of democratization in the former East Germany, Neues 
Forum. Neues Forum consisted of groups of passionate intellectuals who 
“took socialism seriously” and were prepared to put all at stake in order 
to destroy the compromised system and replace it with the utopian “third 
way” beyond capitalism and “really existing” socialism. Their sincere 
belief and insistence that they were not working for the restoration of 
Western capitalism, of course, proved to be nothing but an insubstantial 
illusion: with regard to the “factual truth,” the position of Neues Forum— 
the position of conceiving the disintegration of the Communist regime 
as the opening up of a possibility to invent some new form of social space 
that would reach beyond the confines of capitalism—was doubtless illu- 
sory; however, we could say that precisely as such (as a thorough illusion 
without substance) it was stricto sensu nonidelogical. Neues Forum was 
opposed by the forces who put all their bets on the quickest possible 
annexation to West Germany, i.e., on the inclusion of their country into 
the world capitalist system; for them, the people around Neues Forum 
were nothing but a bunch of heroic daydreamers. This position proved 
accurate—yet it is nonetheless thoroughly ideological. Why? The conform- 
ist adoption of the West German model implied the ideological belief in 
the unproblematic, nonantagonistic functioning of late-capitalist “social 
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state,” whereas the first stance, although illusionary as to its factual con- 
tent (its “enunciated”), by means of its “scandalous” and exorbitant po- 
sition of enunication attested to an awareness of the antagonism that 
pertains to late capitalism. This is one of the ways to conceive the La- 
canian thesis according to which truth has the structure of a fiction: in 
those confused months of the passage of “really existing socialism” into 
capitalism, the fiction of a “third way” was the only point at which social 
antagonism was not obliterated. Therein consists one of the tasks of the 
“postmodern” criticism of ideology: to designate the elements within an 
existing social order which—in the guise of “fiction,” ie., of the “utopian” 
narratives of possible but failed alternative histories—point toward its 
antagonistic character and thus “estrange” us to the self-evidence of its 
established identity. 

What we have to be attentive to is the inherently authoritarian char- 
acter of this feature, that is to say, the inherent link of identity with 
authority: the monarch performs his role as a figure of pure authority, 
as the one who, by means of his “Such is my will!’ ie., of his abysmal 
decision, cuts through the endless series of pro et contra. And does not 
the same hold for Adorno’s “vulgar-sociological” outbursts, do they not 
perform the same authoritarian gesture of reference to the Marxist dogma 
which breaks the endless thread of dialectical argumentation? It is by no 
means accidental that tautologies—statements which purport the identity 
with itself of its subject~are the clearest example of ascertaining au- 
thority: “Law is law!” “It is so because I say so!” etc.—identity becomes 
“authoritarian” the moment we overlook, in a kind of illusory perspec- 
tive, that it is nothing but the inscription of pure difference, of a lack.?9 
In this sense, authority is far from being a kind of leftover of the pre- 
Enlightenment: it is inscribed in the very heart of the Enlightenment 
project. Not till the Enlightenment did the structure of authority come 
into sight as such, against the background of rational argumentation as 
the foundation of enlightened knowledge. It is a symptomatic fact that 
the first to render visible the outlines of “pure” authority was precisely 
Kierkegaard, one of the great critics of Hegel. 

What one should bear in mind here is that, according to Lacan,*° An- 
tigone’s defense against Creon’s accusations ultimately consists in pre- 
cisely such an “‘authoritarian” tautology: she does not counter Creon’s 
arguments with the arguments of her own (she does not oppose to Creon’s 
law of polis the subterranean divine law protecting the right of the de- 
ceased, as Hegel wrongly assumed), she simply interrupts his flow of 
argumentation by insisting that “It is so because it is so!” that “My brother 
is my brother!” . . . The best way to render visible the logic of her defense 
is perhaps to evoke Saul Kripke’s notion of the “rigid designator,” of a 
signifier which designates the same object “in all possible worlds,” i.e., 


é 
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even if all of its positive properties were changed.?! The “rigid designator” 
thus fixes the real kernel of the designated object, what, in it, “always 
returns to its place” (Lacan’s definition of the real)—in the case of Po- 
lynices, it designates his absolute individuality that remains the same 
beyond the changing properties that characterize his person (his good or 
evil deeds). The “law” in the name of which Antigone insists on Polyn- 
ices’s right to burial is this law of the “pure” signifier, prior to every 
positive law that judges our deeds: it is the law of the Name which fixes 
our identity beyond the eternal flow of generation and corruption.22 


Socrates versus Christ 


The crucial text in which Kierkegaard delineates the break between the 
traditional and the “modern” (i.e., for him, Christian) status of knowledge 
is his Philosophical Fragments. At first sight, this text does not belong 
to philosophy but rather to an intermediate domain between philosophy 
proper and theology: it endeavors to delimitate the Christian religious 
position from the Socratic philosophical one. Yet its externality to phi- 
losophy is of the same kind as that of Plato’s Symposion: it circumscribes 
the discourse’s frame, i.e., the intersubjective constellation, the relation- 
ship toward the teacher, toward authority, which renders possible the 
philosophical (or Christian) discourse. In this sense, the Fragments are 
to be read as the repetition of Plato’s Symposion (repetition in the precise 
meaning this term receives with Kierkegaard): their aim is to perform 
Plato’s gesture in new circumstances, within the new status that knowl- 
edge acquired with the advent of Christianity. Both texts, Symposion as 
well as Philosophical Fragments, are texts on love and transference which 
form the basis of every relationship with the teacher qua “subject sup- 
posed to know.” Kierkegaard’s starting point is that all of philosophy 
from Plato to Hegel is “pagan,” i.e., embedded in the pagan (pre-Chris- 
tian) logic of knowledge and remembrance: our life as that of finite in- 
dividuals by definition takes place in an aftermath, since all that really 
matters has always already happened; up till the Hegelian Er-Innerung, 
knowledge is therefore always conceived as a retrospective remembrance/ 
internalization, a return to the “timelessly past being,” “das zeitlos gew- 
esene Sein” (Hegel’s determination of essence). True, the transient, finite 
subjects attain eternal truth at some determinate instant in the time of 
their lives; once the subject enters the truth, however, this instant is 
abrogated, cast away like a useless ladder. Which is why Socrates is quite 
Justified in comparing himself with a midwife: his job is just to enable 
the subject to give birth to the knowledge already present in him, so the 
supreme recognition one can grant to Socrates is to say he was forgotten 
the moment we found ourselves face to face with truth. With Christ, it 
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is just the opposite which holds: the Christian truth, no less eternal than 
the Socratic one, is indelibly branded with an historical event, the mo- 
ment of God’s incarnation. Consequently, the object of Christian faith 
is not the teaching, but the teacher: a Christian believes in Christ as a 
person, not immediately in the content of his statements; Christ is not 
divine because He uttered such deep truths, His words are true because 
they were spoken by Him. The paradox of Christianity consists in this 
bond linking the eternal truth to an historical event: I can know eternal 
truth only insofar as I believe that the miserable creature who two thou- 
sand years ago walked around Palestine was God. 

Motifs which, according to the philosophical common knowledge, de- 
fine the post-Hegelian reversal—the affirmation of the event, of the in- 
stant, as opposed to the timeless, immovable truth; the priority of ex- 
istence (of the fact that a thing exists) over essence (over what this thing 
is); etc.—acquire here their ultimate background. That which is “eternal” 
in a statement is its meaning, abstracted from the event of its enunciation, 
from its enunciation gua event: within the Socratic perspective, the truth 
of a statement resides in its universal meaning; as such, it is in no way 
affected by its position of enunciation, by the place from which it was 
enunciated. The Christian perspective, on the other hand, makes the truth 
of a statement dependent on the event of its enunciation: the ultimate 
guarantee of the truth of Christ’s words is their utterer’s authority, i.e., 
the fact that they were uttered by Christ, not the profundity of their 
content, i.e., what they say: 


When Christ says, “There is an eternal life”; and when a the- 
ological student says, “There is an eternal life”; both say the 
same thing, and there is no more deduction, development, pro- 
fundity, or thoughtfulness in the first expression than in the 
second; both statements are, judged aesthetically, equally good. 
And yet there is an eternal qualitative difference between them! 
Christ, as God-Man, is in possession of the specific quality of 
authority.3 


Kierkegaard develops this “qualitative difference” apropos of the abyss 
that separates a “genius” from an “apostle”: “genius” represents the high- 
est intensification of the immanent human capacities (wisdom, creativity, 
and so forth), whereas an “apostle” is sustained by a transcendent au- 
thority which a genius lacks. This abyss is best exemplified by the very 
case where it seems to disappear, namely the poetic exploitation of re- 
ligious motifs: Richard Wagner, for example, in his Parsifal, used Chris- 
tian motifs as means to invigorate his artistic vision; he thereby esthe- 
ticized them in the strict Kierkegaardian sense of the term, i.e., made use 
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of them with their “artistic efficacy” in mind—religious rituals like the 
uncovering of the Grail fascinate us with their breathtaking beauty, yet 
their religious authority is suspended, bracketed.34 


The paradoxes of authority 


If, however, the truth claim of a statement cannot be authorized by 
means ofits inherent content, what is then the foundation of its authority? 
Kierkegaard is here quite outspoken: the ultimate and only support of a 
statement of authority is its own act of enunciation: “But now how can 
an Apostle prove that he has authority? If he could prove it physically, 
then he would not be an Apostle. He has no other proof than his own 
statement. That has to be so; for otherwise the believer’s relationship to 
him would be direct instead of being paradoxical.”35 When authority is 
backed up by an immediate physical compulsion, what we are dealing 
with is not authority proper (i.e., symbolic authority), but simply an 
agency of brute force: authority proper is at its most radical level always 
powerless, it is a certain “call’” which “cannot effectively force us into 
anything,” and yet, by a kind of inner compulsion, we feel obliged to 
follow it unconditionally. As such, authority is inherently paradoxical: 
first, as we have just seen, authority is vested in a certain statement insofar 
as the immanent value of its content is suspended—we obey a statement 
of authority because it has authority, not because its content is wise, 
profound, etc.: 


Authority is a specific quality which, coming from elsewhere, 
becomes qualitatively apparent when the content of the message 
or of the action is posited as indifferent. ... To be prepared to 
obey a government department if it can be clever is really to 
make a fool of it. To honor one’s father because he is intelligent 
is impiety.36 


Yet at the same time Kierkegaard seems to purport the exact opposite 
of this priority of the teacher over the teaching: an apostle—a person in 
whom God’s authority is vested—is reduced to his role of a carrier of 
some foreign message, he is totally abrogated as a person, all ina matters 


is the content of the message: 


Just as a man, sent into the town with a letter, has nothing to 
do with its contents, but has only to deliver it; just as a minister 
who is sent to a foreign court is not responsible for the content 
of the message, but has only to convey it correctly: so, too, an 
Apostle has really only to be faithful in his service, and to carry 
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out his task. Therein lies the essence of an Apostle’s life of self- 
sacrifice, even if he were never persecuted, in the fact that he is 
“poor, yet making many rich.’ 


An apostle therefore corresponds perfectly to the function of the sig- 
nifying Reprdsenianz, the invalidation of all “pathological” features (his 
psychological propensities, etc.) makes out of him a pure representative 
whose clearest case is a diplomat: 


We mean by representatives what we understand when we use 
the phrase, for example, the representative of France. What do 
diplomats do when they address one another? They simply ex- 
ercise, in relation to one another, that function of being pure 
representatives and, above all, their own signification must not 
intervene. When diplomats are addressing one another, they are 
supposed to represent something whose signification, while con- 
stantly changing, is, beyond their own persons, France, Britain, 
etc. In the very exchange of views, each must record only what 
the other transmits in his pure function as signifier, he must not 
take into account what the other is, gua presence, as a man who 
is likable to a greater or lesser degree. Interpsychology is an 
impurity in this exchange. The term Reprdsentanz is to be taken 
in this sense. The signifier has to be understood in this way, it 
is at the opposite pole from signification.3* 


Therein consists the paradox of authority: we obey a person in whom 
authority is vested irrespective of the content of his statements (authority 
ceases to be what it is the moment we make it dependent on the quality 
of its content), yet this person retains authority only insofar as he is 
reduced to a neutral carrier, bearer of some transcendent message—in 
opposition to a genius where the abundance of his work’s content ex- 
presses the inner wealth of its creator’s personality. The same double 
suspension defines the supreme case of authority, that of Christ: in his 
Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard points out how it is not enough 
to know all the details of the teacher’s (Christ’s) life, all he has done and 
ali his personal features, in order to be entitled to consider oneself his 
pupil—such a description of Christ’s features and deeds, even if truly 
complete, still misses what makes Him an authority; no better is the fare 
of those who leave out of consideration Christ gua person and concentrate 
on His teaching, endeavoring to grasp the meaning of every word he ever 
uttered—this way, Christ is simply reduced to Socrates, to a simple mid- 
dleman enabling us the access to the eternal truth. If, consequently, 
Christ’s authority is contained neither in his personal qualities nor in the 
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content of his teaching, in what does it reside? The only possible answer 
is: in the empty space of intersection between the two sets, that of his 
personal features and that of his teaching, in the unfathomable X which 
is “in Christ more than Himself’—in this intersection which corresponds 
exactly to what Lacan called objet petit a. 


personal 
description 


teaching 


The “impossible” performative 


As it is clear from the quoted passage from Lacan’s Four Fundamental 
Concepts, the paradox of this double suspension is ultimately the paradox 
of the signifier itself. A signifier is by definition a pure representative 
which “has nothing to do with its signified content, but has only to deliver 
it” (to conceive the meaning of the word “fish,” one has to obliterate all 
its immediate physical features); the necessary reverse of this is, however, 
the signifier’s constitutive authority: in the symbolic order, the purely 
formal network of differential features has priority over the content (the 
signified”) of its individual components, i.e., its “signified” is ultimately 
posited as secondary and indifferent. To refer to the terms of speech-acts 
theory, this paradox is the “impossible” point of intersection between 
constative and performative—the true stumbling block of this theory. 
That is to say, already in John Austin’s How to Do T; hings with Words, 
the passage from the opposition performative/constative to the triad lo- 
cution/illocution/perlocution and to the subsequent classification of il- 
locutionary acts betrays a fundamental theoretical deadlock. Far from 
being a simple elaboration of the original insight into how one can “do 
things with words,” the transposal of performative into illocutionary act 
entails a certain radical loss: already at the level of an immediate, “naive” 
approach, one cannot avoid the impression that, in the course of this 
passage, what was truly subversive in the notion of performative some- 
how gets lost. On the other hand, it is clear that Austin was impelled to 
accomplish this passage from performative to illocutionary act by an 
insufficiency of the couple performative/constative itself. The taxonomy 
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of illocutionary acts proposed by John Searle’ has the advantage of en- 
abling us to locate this lack by producing the point of intersection between 
Austin I and Austin II: one of the species of illocution (“declarations”) 
coincides with the “pure” performative. 

The starting point of Searle’s taxonomy is the “direction of fit” between 
words and the world implied by the different species of speech acts: in 
the case of assertives, the direction of fit is words to world (when I say 
“There is a table in the room next door,” the condition of satisfaction 
of this proposition is that the content of the utterance corresponds to the 
designated state of things, i.e., that there really is a table in the room 
next door); in the case of directives, the direction of fit is world to words 
(when I say “Shut the door!” the condition of satisfaction of this prop- 
osition is that the act in the world follows, realizes, the uttered command, 
ie., that the addressee effectively shuts the door and that he does it 
because of my command and not for other reasons). The “‘trickiest case,” 
as Searle puts it, is, however, declarations: their direction of fit is double, 
world to words as well as words to world. Let us take the proposition 
“The meeting is closed”—what does the speaker accomplish by pro- 
nouncing it? He brings about a new state of things in the world (the fact 
that the meeting is closed), the direction of fit is therefore world to words— 
yet how, precisely, does he effectuate it? By stating that the meeting is 
closed, Le., by presenting, in his utterance, this state of things as already 
accomplished—in short, he effectuates the act by describing it as effec- 
tuated. In the declarations, the speaker “is trying to cause something to 
be the case by representing it as being the case. ... [I]f he succeeds he 
will have changed the world by representing it as having been so 
changed.’”40 

Every utterance, to be sure, accomplishes the act defined by the illo- 
cutionary force that pertains to it; there is, however, a crucial difference 
between declarations and, say, directives. By saying “Shut the door!” I 
accomplish the act of command, but it remains to the addressee to carry 
it out and effectuate the new state of things (to shut the door), whereas 
by saying “The meeting is closed” I effectively close the meeting—only 
declarations contain this “magical power” of effectuating their proposi- 
tional content. The direction of fit world to words is here not limited to 
the fact that a new state of things in the world has to follow the utterance, 
since the causality is so to speak immediate: utterance itself brings about 
the new state of things. Yet, as we have just seen, the price to be paid 
for this “magic of the verb” is its “repression”: one closes the meeting 
by stating that it is closed, i.e., one pretends to describe an already-given 
state of things—in order to be effective, the “pure” performative (the 
speech act which brings about its own propositional content) has to en- 
dure an inner split and assume the form of its opposite, of a constative. 
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It is in the light of this split that one has 
of “indirect speech acts,” i.e., of the proposi 
pass the salt?” where the primary illocutio 
demand to the addressee to pass the Salt) is 


When, in his Four Fundamental Concepts, Lacan specifies the Freudian 
“primordial repression” as the “fall of the binary signifier,”’#3 he seems 


network can establish itself, is a signifier of the “pure” performative, Le., 
of a performative which would not assume the form of its opposite, of 
a constative. In this split, in this impossibility of a “pure” performative, 
the subject of the signifier emerges: his place is the void opened up by 
the fall of the “impossible” binary signifier. That is to say, the gesture 
which constitutes the subject is the empty gesture of a forced choice: 
reality is “subjectivized” when the subject posits as his free choice what 
is forced upon him, i.e., what he encounters as given, positive reality. 
This formal act of conversion of reality gua given into reality gua pro- 
duced is founded precisely in the above-described coincidence of “pure” 
performative with its opposite (constative): the performative production 
of reality necessarily assumes the form of stating that “it is so.” Because 
of this split, the Lacanian mathem for the subject is $: an empty gesture 
of consenting to what is given as if to one’s free choice.“ 

The Lacanian S,, the “Master signifier” which represents the subject 
v : , is therefore the point of intersection between perfor- 
of all imperative.+i mative and constative, i.e., the point at which the “pure” performative 


prior illocutionary act (in the case of “Ca 
command “Pass the salt!”). Yet do not “declarations” denote the case 
where “parasitism” is in a way original? Their primary illocutionary 
dimension (the “magical power” to bring about the Propositional content) 
can manifest itself only under the guise of the assertive, of a statement 
that “it is like that.” This paradox offers us a clue to Lacan’s thesis 
according to which Ontology pertains to the “discourse of the Master”: 
the (philosophical) discourse of being 


is simply being on thrust [d Ja botte], being on order, what will 
have been if you have understood what I have ordered you. The 


coincides with the exterior of the constative. This “extimate” point of 
intersection is of course that of authority; its immanent split is best ren- 
dered by the ambiguity of the verb “to establish”: authority is ultimately 
the name of a gesture which “establishes (constitutes, creates, sets up)” 
a certain state of things in the very act of “establishing (certifying, stating, 
ascertaining)” that “things are thus,” 


only way to account for this “magical power” of declarations is by having 
recourse to the Lacanian hypotheses of the “big Other”: Searle himself 
has 4 presentiment of it when he points out that “‘it is only given such 
Institutions as the church, the law, private property, the state and a special 
Position of the speaker and hearer within these institutions’ that one 


Foy 6 


Kierkegaard’s “materialist reversal of Hegel” 
everybody knows that all the world knows it—why, then, does a simple 
public Statement that “the emperor has no clothes” 


Such an assertion of authority seems to be the very opposite of the 
Enlightenment whose fundamental aim is precisely to render truth in- 


the authority that pertains to its place of enunciation ... To undermine 
the false evidence of this incompatibility between authority and Enlight- 
enment, it suffices to recall how the two supreme achievements of the 
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unmasking of ideological prejudices that grew out of the project of the 
Enlightenment, Marxism and psychoanalysis, both refer to the authority 
of their respective founders (Marx, Freud). Their structure is inherently 
“authoritarian”: since Marx and Freud opened up a new theoretical field 
which sets the very criteria of veracity, their words cannot be put to the 
test the same way one is allowed to question the statements of their 
followers; if there is something to be refuted in their texts, this are simply 
statements which precede the “epistemological break,” i.e., which do not 
belong under the field opened up by the founder’s discovery (Freud’s 
writings prior to the discovery of the unconscious, for example). Their 
texts are thus to be read the way one should read the text of a dream, 
according to Lacan: as “sacred” texts which are in a radical sense “beyond 
Criticism” since they constitute the very horizon of veracity. For that 
reason, every “further development” of Marxism or psychoanalysis nec- 
essarily assumes the form of a “return” to Marx or Freud: the form of 
a (re)discovery of some hitherto overlooked layer of their work, i.e., of 
bringing to light what the founders “produced without knowing what 
they produced,” to invoke Althusser’s formula. In his article on Chaplin’s 
Limelight, André Bazin recommends the same attitude as the only one 
which befits Chaplin’s genius: even when some details in Limelight appear 
to us aborted and dull (the tedious first hour of the film; Calvero’s pathetic 
vulgar-philosophical outbursts; etc.), we have to put the blame on us and 
ask ourselves what was wrong with our approach to the film—~such an 
attitude clearly articulates the transferential relationship of the pupil to 
the teacher: the teacher is by definition “supposed to know,” the fault is 
always ours ... The disturbing scandal authenticated by the history of 
Dsychoanalysis and Marxism is that such a “dogmatic” approach proved 
far more productive than the “open,” critical dealing with the founder’s 
text: how much more fecund was Lacan’s “dogmatic” return to Freud 
than the American academic machinery which transformed Freud’s 
oeuvre into a collection of positive scientific hypotheses to be tested, 
refuted, combined, developed, and so on! Lacan’s scandal, the dimension 
of his work which resists incorporation into the academic machinery, 
can be ultimately pinned down to the fact that he openly and shamelessly 
posited himself as such an authority, ie., that he repeated the Kierke- 
gaardian gesture in relationship to his followers: what he demanded of 
them was not fidelity to some general theoretical propositions, but pre- 
cisely fidelity to his person—which is why, in the circular letter announc- 
ing the foundation of La Cause freudienne, he addresses them as “those 
who love me.” This unbreakable link connecting the doctrine to the 
contingent person of the teacher, i.e., to the teacher qua material surplus 
that sticks out from the neutral edifice of knowledge, is the scandal ev- 
erybody who considers himself Lacanian has to assume: Lacan was not 
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a Socratic master obliterating himself in front of the attained knowledge, 
his theory sustains itself only through the transferential relationship to 
its founder. In this precise sense, Marx, Freud, and Lacan are not “ge- 
niuses,” but “apostles”: when somebody says “I follow Lacan because 
his reading of Freud is the most intelligent and persuasive,” he imme- 
diately exposes himself as non-Lacanian.45 

This “scandal’’ of the spot of contingent individuality which smears 
over the neutral field of knowledge points toward what we could designate 
as Kierkegaard’s “materialist reversal of Hegel.” Hegel ultimately stays 
within the boundary of the “Socratic” universe: in his Phenomenology 
of Spirit, consciousness arrives at the Truth, recollects it and internalizes 
it, via its own effort, by comparing itself with its own immanent Notion, 
by confronting the positive content of its statements with its own place 
of enunciation, by working through its own split, without any external 
support or point of reference. The standpoint of dialectical truth (the “for 


us”) is not added to the consciousness as a kind of external standard by 


which the consciousness’ progress is then measured: “we,” dialecticians, 
are nothing but passive observers who retroactively reconstruct the way 
consciousness itself arrived at the Truth (i.e., the “absolute” standpoint 
without presuppositions). When, at some point of the consciousness’ jour- 
ney, Truth effectively appears as a positive entity possessing an inde- 
pendent existence, as an “in itself’ assuming the role of the external 
measure of the consciousness’s “working through,” this is simply a nec- 
essary self-deception “sublated” in the further succession of the “expe- 
riences of consciousness,” In other words—in the words of the relation- 
ship between belief and knowledge: the subject’s belief in an (external) 
authority which is to be accepted unconditionally and “irrationally,” is 
nothing but a transitional Stage “sublated” by the Passage into reflected 
knowledge. For Kierkegaard, on the contrary, our belief in the person of 
the Savior is the absolute, not abolishable condition of our access to 
truth: eternal truth itself clings to this contingent material externality— 
the moment we lose this “little piece of the real” (the historical fact of 
Incarnation), the moment we cut our link with this material fragment 


the entire edifice of Christian knowledge crumbles.“ On another level, 
the same goes for psychoanalysis: in the psychoanalytic cure, there is no 
knowledge without the “presence of the analyst,” without the impact of 
his dumb material weight. Here we encounter the inherent limitation of 


reflective movement in the course of which the subject becomes conscious 
of his own “substantial”? content, i.e., arrives at the repressed truth which 
dwells deep in him.*7 If such were the case, psychoanalysis would be the 
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role would be that of an accoucheur, a kind of “vanishing mediator” 
enabling the subject to achieve communication with himself by finding 
access to its repressed traumas. 

This dilemma comes forth at its clearest apropos of the role of trans- 
Jerence in psychoanalytic cure. Insofar as we remain within the domain 
of the Socratic logic of remembrance, transference is not an “effective” 
repetition but rather a means of recollection: the analysand “projects” 
past traumas which unconsciously determine his present behavior (the 
repressed and unresolved conflicts with his father, for example) onto his 
relationship to the analyst; by means of the deft manipulation of the 
transferential situation, the analyst then enables the analysand to recall 
the traumas which were hitherto “acted out” blindly—in other words, the 
task of the analyst is to make evident to the analysand how “he (the 
analyst) is not really the father,” i.e., how the analysand, caught in the 
transference, used his relationship to the analyst to stage the past traumas 
... Lacan’s emphasis is, on the contrary, throughout Kierkegaardian: 
transferential repetition cannot be reduced to remembrance, transference 
is not a kind of “theater of shadows” where we settle with past traumas 
in effigia, it is repetition in the full meaning of the term, i.e., in it, the 
past trauma is literally repeated, “actualized.” The analyst is not father’s 
“shadow,” he is a presence in front of which the past battle has to be 
fought out “for real.” 


Lacan versus Habermas 


The point of the preceding argumentation, of course, is not to defend 
blind submission to authority, but the fact that discourse itself is in its 
Jundamental structure “authoritarian” (for that reason, the “discourse of 
the Master” is the first, “founding” discourse in the Lacanian matrix of 
the four discourses; or, as Derrida would say in his writings of the last 
years, every discursive field is founded on some “violent” ethicopolitical 
decision). Out of the free-floating dispersion of signifiers, a consistent 
field of meaning emerges through the intervention of a Master Signifier— 
why? The answer is contained in the paradox of the “finite infinity/ 
totality” which, as one knows from Claude Lévi-Strauss onward, pertains 
to the very notion of the signifier: the symbolic order in which the subject 
is embedded is simultaneously “finite” (it consists in a limited and ul- 
timately contingent network which never overlaps with the Real) and 
“infinite,” or, to use a Sartrean term, “totalizing” (in any given language, 
“everything can be told,” there is no external standpoint from which one 
can judge its limitations). Because of this inherent tension, every language 
contains a paradoxical element which, within its field, stands in for what 
eludes it—in Lacanese, in every set of signifiers, there is always “at least 
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one” which functions as the signifier of the very lack of the signifier. This 
signifier is the Master Signifier: the “empty” signifier which totalizes 
(“quilts”) the dispersed field—in it, the infinite chain of causes (“knowl- 
edge”) is interrupted with an abyssal, nonfounded, founding act of 
violence. 

The philosophical term for this inversion of the impotence into a con- 
stitutive power is, of course, the notion of the transcendental with all its 
inherent paradoxes: the subject experiences as his constitutive power the 
very horizon which frames his vision due to his finitude. For that reason, 
it is precisely the notion of the transcendental which enables us to dis- 
tinguish Lacan from, say, Habermas. With Habermas, the status of the 
“disturbances” which vitiate the course of “rational argumentation” by 
way of a nonreflected constraint is ultimately contingent/empirical, these 
“disturbances” emerge as empirical impediments on the path of the grad- 
ual realization of the transcendental regulative Idea. Whereas with Lacan, 
the status of the Master Signifier, the signifier of the symbolic authority 
founded only in itself (in its own act of enunciation), is strictly tran- 
scendental: the gesture which “distorts” a symbolic field, which “curves” 
its space by introducing in it a nonfounded violence, is stricto sensu 
correlative to its very establishment—in other words, the moment we 
subtract from a discursive field its “distortion,” the field itself disinte- 
grates (“dequilts”). Lacan’s position is therefore the very opposite of that 
of Habermas according to whom the inherent pragmatic presuppositions 
of a discourse are “nonauthoritarian” (the notion of discourse implies 
the idea of a communication free of constraint where only rational ar- 
gumentation counts, etc.). 

Lacan’s fundamental thesis is that the Master is by definition an im- 
postor. the Master is somebody who, upon finding himself at the place 
of the constitutive lack in the structure, acts as if he holds the reins of 
that surplus, of the mysterious X which eludes the grasp of the structure, 
This accounts for the difference between Habermas and Lacan as to the 
role of the Master: with Lacan, the Master is an impostor, yet the place 
occupied by him—the place of the lack in the structure—cannot be abol- 
ished, since the very finitude of every discursive field imposes its struc- 
tural necessity. The unmasking of the Master’s imposture does not abolish 
the place he occupies, it just renders it visible in its original emptiness, 
i.¢., aS preceding the element which fills it out. Therefrom the Lacanian 
notion of the analyst qua envers (reverse) of the Master: of somebody 
who holds the place of the Master, yet who, by means of his (non)activity, 
undermines the Master’s charisma, suspends the effect of “quilting,” and 
thus renders visible the distance that separates the Master from the place 
it occupies, i.e., the radical contingency of the subject who occupies this 
place. 
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For that reason, their strategy of subverting symbolic authority is also 
fundamentally different. Habermas simply relies on the gradual reflective 
elucidation of the implicit, nonreflected, prejudices which distort com- 
munication, i.e., on the asymptotic approaching to the regulative ideal 
of free, unconstrained communication. Lacan is also “antiauthoritarian,” 
he is as far as possible from any kind of obscurantism of the “ineffable,” 
he too remains thoroughly attached to the space of “public communi- 
cation”—this unexpected proximity of Lacan to Habermas is corrobo- 
rated by a procedure, proposed by Lacan, which caused a great amount 
of resistance even among some of his closest followers: la passe, the 
- “passage,” of an analysand into the place of the analyst. Its crux is the 
intermediate role of the so-called passeurs: the analysand (the passant) 
narrates the results of his analysis, the insights he arrived at, to the two 
passeurs, his peers, who thereupon report on it to the committee (comité 
de la passe)—the committee then decides on the analysand’s “‘passage” 
into the place of the analyst. The idea of these two middlemen who 
channel every contact between the passant and the committee is very 
“Habermasian” indeed: they are here to prevent any kind of “initiatic” 
relationship between the passant and the committee, i.e., to prevent /a 
passe from functioning as the transmission of an initiatic knowledge, after 
the model of secret cults: the analysand must be able to formulate the 
results of his analysis in such a way that the two passeurs, these two 
average men who stand in for the common knowledge, are able to trans- 
mit it integrally to the committee—in other words, the detour through 
the field of public knowledge must not affect the “message” in any way. 

The contrast between Habermas and Lacan finds its clearest expression 
apropos of the notion of the “ideal speech situation”: Habermas conceives 
it as the asymptotic ideal of intersubjective communication free of con- 
straint, where the participants arrive at consensus by means of rational 
argumentation. Contrary to the common opinion, Lacan also knows of 
an “ideal speech situation” which undermines the imposture of the Mas- 
ter Signifier: it is none other than the analytic situation itself—here, the 
abyss that separates Lacan from Habermas strikes the eyes. In the process 
of psychoanalysis, we also have two subjects speaking to each other; yet 
instead of facing each other and exchanging arguments, one of them lies 
on the couch, stares into thin air and throws out disconnected prattle, 
whereas the other mostly stays silent and terrorizes the first by the weight 
of his oppressive mute presence . . . This situation is “free of constraint” 
in the precise meaning of suspending the structural role of the Master 
Signifier: the analytic discourse qua envers of the discourse of the Master 
transposes us into a state of undecidability, previous to the “quilting” of 
the discursive field by a Master Signifier, i.e., in the state of the “free 
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floating” of signifiers—what is “repeated” in it is ultimately the very 
contingency which engendered the analysand’s symbolic space. 


And, to conclude by uniting the two slopes of our argumentative edifice, 
is not “exception reconciled in the universal” the most succinct definition 
of act? In this precise sense, an act is always “beyond good and evil”: it 
suspends the given ethical standards of good, yet it does so in a way that 
is inherent to the very maintenance of good. In other words, an act does 
not only apply the given ethical standards but redefines them. As to the 
problem of choice, this means that choice becomes an act when its effec- 
tuation changes the value of its terms. In a long note to the first chapter 
of Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard exemplifies it by means of the 
choice between freedom and nonfreedom (fall into sin): at the beginning, 
it is possible for me to choose equally between the two terms; however, 
as soon as I choose nonfreedom (sin), I am no longer in a position to 
exchange it for freedom, i.e., I lose the very freedom of choice.** The 
same goes for all ethical acts: once the decision is taken, the very field 
of choice is transformed. Is it necessary to add how it is precisely this 
paradox of an act of choice changing the value of its terms which escapes 
distributive justice? 


Notes 


1. Raymond Chandler’s Unknown Thriller (New York: The Mysterious Press, 
1987), p. XIX. 


2. A homologous repetition of the forced choice is found in a series of Hol- 
lywood films, from Now, Voyager to Deerhunter: in a primordial scene, the 
hero is forced to choose, and this choice, although forced, marks his existence 
with a permanent brand of guilt which is erased when, in a repeated scene 
of choice, he “chooses the impossible” via a gesture of suicidal renunciation 
(Christopher Walken in Deerhunter confronts DeNiro again in Russian rou- 
lette in the last days of pre-Communist Saigon and pays off his debt by his 
death; Bette Davis in Now, Voyager renounces her great love when she finds 
herself occupying the place that was once her mother’s, since this is for her 
the only way to repay the maternal debt). 


3. Cf. John Rawls, 4 7) heory of Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1971). 
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10. 
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13, 


14, 


15. 


16. 


17. 


What Rawls does here is simply to give theoretical expression to the everyday 
intuition according to which it is not ethical to change one’s judgment when 
One perceives that one’s particular interest is affected by it. 


Cf. Jean-Pierre Dupuy, “La Theorie de la Justice. Une Machine anti-sacri- 
ficielle,” in Critique 505-6 (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1989), 

What we have here are, of course, paradoxes of the Lacanian logic of “not 
all (pas-tout)’: the antisacrificial argument is founded upon principles 
which—when taken as positive determinations and applied to all possible 
situations—in a sacrificial situation Justify the sacrifice. 


Cf. René Girard, Violence and the Sacred (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni- 
versity Press, 1977). 


The argument that Kantian ethics can offer as to its actual consequences is 
a new version of the logic of “by-products”: the short-term costs of the 
radical refusal of scapegoating may appear exuberant, yet they are out- 
weighed by the long-term benefits, since the essential by-product of this re- 
he is that it prevents the advent of situations which call Jor a sacrificial 
solution. 


Cf. Joan Copjec, “The Sartorial Superego,” in October 50 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1989). 

Consequently, the obscene superego agency is the necessary reverse of the 
choice of the Name of the Father: it was Freud who said that the superego 
draws its energy from the renounced drive. 


As to this mechanism, cf. Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Subject of Ideology 
(London: Verso Books, 1989), chapters 5 and 6. 


Cf. Jacques-Alain Miller, “Die Lektion der Psychosen,” in Wo es war 5-6 
(Vienna: Hora Verlag, 1989). 


This congruity of the religious with the Real attests anew Lacan’s thesis that 
gods appertain to the Real. 


Cf “Interlude” in Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard’s Writings VII 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 73-88. 


With regard to the notion of the “vanishing mediator” which becomes in- 
visible (i.e., a “missing link”) once the change it set in motion reverses into 
a new equilibrium, we could say that repetition in the Kierkegaardian-Ben- 
jaminian sense renders visible again the “missing link.” For the notions of 
“vanishing mediator” and “missing link,” cf. chapter 5 of Slavoj Zizek, For 
They Know Not What They Do (London and New York: Verso Books, 1991), 


The same goes also for the Lacanian triad Imaginary—Symbolic, Real: the 
choice is always between the two, i.e., we either have to choose between 
Imaginary and Symbolic (captivation by the imaginary form versus the 
empty symbolic structure: one of the great motifs of the Lacan of the 1950s) 
or between Symbolic and Real (the symbolic network versus the traumatic 
kernel of the Real which eludes its grasp: the focus of the late Lacan). 


G. K. Chesterton, “A Defence of Detective Stories,” in H. Haycraft, ed., 
The Art of the Mystery Story (New York: Universal Library, 1946), p. 6. 
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On another level, the same reversal is to be accomplished apropos of ancient 
Greece, this object of nostalgia par excellence, the originating moment of 
what we call “Western civilization.” Classical hermeneutics in its different 
forms, from the Renaissance through the Classicist ideal of Greek harmony 
and temperate beauty up to the Heideggerian themata of Greece as the place 
of original disclosure of the truth of being, treats Greeks as part of our own 
historical continuum, as the starting point of the tradition out of which grew 
the very place from which we speak—in opposition to, let us say, Eskimos 
or Polynesians, who are to be dealt with from an “anthropological” per- 
spective, as cultures which are not part of our tradition, as foreign lands to 
which bridges are yet to be constructed. Here, recent French historiography 
performed a true revolution when it assumed toward ancient Greeks the 
“anthropological” attitude and started to treat them as part of a foreign 
tradition, the same way one treats Eskimos or Polynesians. The results of 
such a new reading of Greek sources have been fascinating: instead of the 
“classical” Greece of the polis, of the harmony between individual and com- 
munity, of the tragic but well-tempered organic unity of life as opposed to 
Oriental barbarism, we have obtained an “extraneated” image of Greece 
fully integrated into its Mediterranean context, a Greece of wild rituals, 
sacrifices, violence, and myths ... In short, ancient Greeks did not know 
they were starting a new epoch of reason, they did not become the “dawn 
of Western civilization” until later—until when? To locate this moment, one 
has to draw into the account the opposition between Athens and Rome; 
their respective positions within theoretical mythology are easy to determine 
by means of the Derridean opposition of voice and writing: Greece exem- 
plifies the experience of origins, the harmony and tragic authenticity of the 
polis, whereas Rome stands for its disintegration, external understanding as 
opposed to inherent reason, etc. Yet it is crucial that the universal language 
of Western civilization became Latin, the language of oblivion, not Greek, 
the language of authentic roots and origins—why? There is only one answer 
possible: because Greece gua the image of authentic origins came to be in 
the very moment of its loss. In other words, “ancient Greeks” never existed: 
there were Mediterranean “barbarians” who retrospectively, for the Roman 
gaze, became “ancient Greeks.” To be sure, Greeks were not “barbarians” 
like the rest, there was a radical break accomplished by them—yet this break 
is not the break between “barbarians” and our nostalgic figure of “ancient 
Greeks” inherited from Rome: if we are to conceive Greeks “in their be- 
coming,” “in their possibility,” we have to unearth the contours of an un- 
precedented act which is the hidden reverse of the figure of “ancient Greeks” 
inherent to our historical tradition. 


S. Kierkegaard, Repetition, Kierkegaard’s Writings VI (Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press, 1983), p. 227. 


Cf. chapter 6 of Zizek, For They Know Not What They Do. 


Fredric Jameson, Late Marxism. Adorno, or, The Persistence of the Dialectic 
(London: Verso Books, 1990), p. 30. 


Cf. Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology, chapters 5 and 6. 
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Cf. Dieter Henrich, ‘““Hegel’s Grundoperation: Eine Einleitung in die ‘Wis- 
senschaft der Logik,’ ” in Der Idealismus uns seine Gegenwart: Festschrift 
fuer Werner Marx, ed. Ute Guzzoni ( Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 1976); 
as well as Dieter Henrich, “‘Fichte’s ‘Ich,’ ” in Selbstverhaeltnisse (Stuttgart: 
Philipp Reclam Verlag, 1982). For a condensed recapitulation of Henrich’s 
commentary in English cf. chapter 17 of Manfred Frank, What Is Neos- 
tructuralism? (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989), where 
this critique is extended also to Derrida’s notion of différance. 


The same deadlock as that encountered in Fichte, the not-yet-Hegel, is at 
work in Marx, the not-anymore-Hegel, i.e., the point at which the Hegelian 
identity of subject and substance begins to break up. That is to say, in his 
endeavor to delineate the capital universe by means of the categories of 
Hegel’s logic, Marx continually and in a systematic way oscillates between 
two possibilities: Baa 

1) the qualification of capital as the alienated substance of the historical 
process which reigns over the atomized subjects (cf. the famous formulae 
from Grundrisse on the proletariat qua “substanceless subjectivity’ which 
posits capital as its own nonbeing); within this perspective, revolution nec- 
essarily appears as an act by means of which the historical subject appro- 
priates to himself his alienated substantial content, Le., recognizes in it his 
own product—the motif given its ultimate expression in Georg Lukacs’s 
History and Class Consciousness; te 

2) the opposite qualification of capital as substance which is already in 
itself subject, i.e., which is not anymore an empty, abstract universality but 
a universality reproducing itself through the circular process of its self-me- 
diation and self-positing (cf. the definition of capital as “money which begets 
more money”: money — commodity —. money)—in short, capital is money 
which became subject. This theme of “Hegel’s logic as the notional structure 
of the movement of capital” was given its ultimate expression in the He- 
gelian reading of the “critique of political economy” that flourished in West 
Germany in the early 1970s; cf. Helmut Reichelt, Zur logischen Struktur 
des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970). 


Henrich articulated the detailed criticism of the Hegelian “absolute reflec- 
tion” in his famous article “Hegel’s Logik der Reflexion” (cf. Dieter Henrich, 
Hegel im Kontext (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1971). What he has in mind 
is above all the nonthematized ambiguous status of the Hegelian “Imme- 
diate,” the incessant shift in the meaning of this term between (1) the pre- 
supposition of the movement of reflection, its “immediate,” external starting 
point, and (2) the result of the self-referring movement of reflection, Le., 
the “sublation” (4ufhebung) of mediation by way of the double negation. 


The Marxian version of this speculative identity is “the proletariat is 
money”: the equation of the proletariat—the pure, substanceless working- 
force capacity, freed of all substantial bonds—with the inert objective pres- 
ence of money. The proletariat establishes itself as pure, substanceless sub- 
jectivity only through its radical “reification,” i.e., its identification with its 
opposite, its exchangeability for money, for this piece of dead metal I can 
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hold in my hand and manipulate freely . .. For a more detailed account of 
the paradoxical proposition “Spirit is a bone,” cf. chapter 6 of Zizek, The 
Sublime Object of Ideology. 


Jacques-Alain Miller, “D’un autre Lacan,” Ornicar? 28 (Paris: Navarin Ed- 
iteur, 1984), p. 55. 


The notion of fantasy again points toward the inherent limitation of Rawls’s 
trial by the “veil of ignorance”: the “veil of ignorance” a priori leaves out 
of consideration fantasy as the absolutely particular (i.e., nonuniversalizable) 
structure of enjoyment. In the “original situation,” I identify with the other, 
yet not with the other gua bearer of fantasy, but with the other qua empty 
symbolic subject; for that reason, although his interests are taken into ac- 
count, his fantasy is wronged. In other words, when the trial by “veil of 
ignorance” tells me that, even if I were to occupy the lowest place in the 
community, I would still accept my ethical choice, I move within my own 
fantasy frame—what if the other reasons within the Jrame of an absolutely 
incompatible fantasy? 


Cf. chapter 2 of Zizek, For T) hey Know Not What They Do (London: Verso 
Books 1991). 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, Le Seminaire, livre VII: L’Ethique de la psychanalyse 
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1986). 


Cf. Saul Kripke, Naming and Necessity (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1980). As to a Lacanian reading of Kripke, cf. Zizek, The 
Sublime Object of Ideology, chapter 3. 


Now, we can also locate the mistake of Plato’s idealism: Plato wrongly 
transposes this “congealment” of the flow of events—which is an effect of 
the signifier—onto the level of the signified, and endeavors to determine the 
positive content of eternal, immovable Ideas. 


Soren Kierkegaard, “Of the Difference between a Genius and an Apostle,” 
in The Present Age (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1962), pp. 100-1. The 
immediate content of Christ’s statements can be utterly insipid, yet as soon 
as we take into consideration the fact that they were pronounced by Christ, 
God’s son, the same statements acquire unfathomable profundity—their very 
insipidity turns miraculously into an index of its opposite ... What we 
encounter here is yet another way to conceive the Hegelian “coincidence of 
the opposites”: a statement turns into its opposite the moment we take into 
account its place of enunciation. Today, in the “postmodern” era, such a 
reversal is easily detectable in the way different political parties proclaim 
their goals to reach “beyond narrow party interests” and to be “nonideo- 
logical”: uttered by a political party, the reference to a “nonpartisan” content 
is nothing but a form of appearance of its opposite, i.e., a way to score points 
in the political struggle; the same goes for the self-proclaimed “nonideolog- 
ical” or “postideological” attitude which is nothing but a strategy to assume 
hegemony in the ideological struggle. In other words, the elementary rule 
here is “the cleaner you are, the dirtier you are”: the more the content (the 
enunciated) of our goals is “really” nonpartisan, nonideological, ete., the 


110 / Why Is Every Act a Repetition? 


34, 


35. 
36. 
37, 
38. 


39. 


40. 


4}. 


42. 
43. 
44. 


45. 


46. 


47, 


48. 


more our position of enunciation is that of an agent in the ideological strug- 
gle. 


Such an esthetic attitude toward religion is of course characteristic of ro- 
manticism as such; the very title of Chateaubriand’s Genie du Christianisme 
(1802) is indicative in this respect: what interests him is not the inherent 
truth and authority of Christian religion but the poetic power of Christian 
mythology ... : 


Kierkegaard, “Of the Difference between a Genius and an Apostle”, p. 105. 
Ibid., pp. 96 and 100. 
Ibid., p. 106. 


Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (Lon- 
don: Tavistock Publications, 1979), p. 220. 


Cf. John Searle; “A taxonomy of Illocutionary Acts,” in Expression and 
Meaning (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). 


John Searle, Intentionality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 
p. 172. 


Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire de Jacques Lacan, livre XX: Encore (Paris: 
Editions du Seuil, 1975), p. 33. 


Searle, Expression and Meaning, p. 18. 
Cf. Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, chapter 17. 


” 


As to this notion of the “empty gesture” constitutive of the subject, cf. Zizek, 
The Sublime Object of Ideology, chapters 5 and 6. 


To avoid a fatal misunderstanding: Lacan, of course, locates himself within 
Enlightenment and conceives the psychoanalytic process precisely as an 
attempt to get rid of the authority—yet he also points out the terrible price 
to be paid for this “liberation”: since the very structure of the “big Other” 
(of the symbolic order, the space of intersubjectivity) is ultimately author- 
itarian, the subject is effectively “free” only when he assumes the nonexist- 
ence of the big Other, i.e., when, in a quasi-psychotic gesture, he suspends 
its functioning. Cf. the Habermas-Lacan section of the present chapter. 


As to the philosophical weight of this notion of contingency and its roots 
in the Christian tradition, cf. Ernesto Laclau, New Reflections On the Rev- 
olution of Our Time (London: Verso Books, 1990). 


The two most elaborate versions of this approach are to be found in Juergen 
Habermas, Knowledge and Human Interests (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
1971), and in Helmut Dahmer, Libido und Gesellschaft (Frankfurt: Suhr- 
kamp Verlag, 1972). 


Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard’s Writings VII (Prince- 
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1985), pp. 16-17. 
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44 Grimaces of the Real 
The “phantom of the opera’: A spectroscopy 


The coincidence of motifs between high art (and theory) and mass 
culture is today a theoretical commonplace: is not the clearest iguration 
of the famous je est un autre to be found in the mass-culture tradition 
of vampires and living dead who “decenter” the subject, undermining 
from within his consistency and self-control?! The main problem with 
this resonance, which is a constant from the outset of the modern to the 
relationship between postmodern theory and today’s popular culture, ts 
how to chide the notion of some common Yeligeist as its interpretive 
device. One way to avoid this deadlock is to take imto account the an- 
tagonism which makes it possible to play high art and mass culture against 
each other, i.e., to interpret alternately one with the help of the other, as 
in Lévi-Straus’s mythologiques in which ryths interpret one another. Let 
us take the “phantom of the opera,” undoubtedly mass culture’s most 
renowned specter, which has kept the popular imagination occupied from 
Gaston Leroux’s novel at the turn of the century through a series of movie 
and television versions wp to the recent triumphant musical: in what 
consists, on a closer look, the repulsive horror of his face? The features 
which define it are four: 

1) the eves: “His eyes are so deep that you can lardly see the fixed 
pupils. All you can see is two big black holes, as in a dead man’s skull”? 
To a connoisseur of Alfred Hitchcock, this image instantly recalls The 
Birds, namely tae corpse with the pecked-out eyes upon which litch’s 


mother Jessica Tandy) stu 


lit deep within the head, 


114 / Why Does the Phallus Appear? 


ceivable only in the dark: these two lights somehow at odds with the 
head’s surface, like lanterns burning at night in a lonely, abandoned 
house, are responsible for the uncanny effect of the “living dead.” The 
first “free association” from the domain of high culture is here Edvard. 
Munch’s paintings from the same period, primarily his Spring Evening 
on Karl Johan (1892) where the stream of ghostlike pedestrians move 
toward the spectator, their goggling eyes at odds with the death-mask 
faces. 

2) the nose: “His nose is so little worth talking about that you can’t 
see it side-face: and the absence of that nose is a horrible thing to look 
at.”3 Is it necessary to recall how Freud, in his article on fetishism, uses 
exactly the same words to describe the horror of castration: what horrifies 
the child is the very absence of the penis, i.e., the fact that there is nothing 
to see where the gaze expects something? (The corresponding feature in 
Munch’s paintings—if we are to continue the homology—is the absence 
of nose and ears from the homunculus’s head in his most famous painting 
Scream (1893).) As to this point, there is an interesting divergence be- 
tween Leroux’s novel and the recent television mini-series on the “phan- 
tom”: in the novel, the phantom’s primordial trauma was that, as a child, 
he was so ugly that even his own mother found him repulsive (when he 
approached her for an embrace, she pushed him aside with disgust and 
asked him to put on his mask),* whereas in the television series, nobody 
could stand his distorted face—with the exception of his mother to whom 
he seemed nice and normal and who constantly caressed his face, while 
entertaining him with her heavenly voice (this is why he is later obsessed 
with opera: he is desperately seeking the repetition of his mother’s voice 
among the singers). Here, one has to avoid the pseudo problem of which 
version is “proper”: they are to be read in the Lévi-Straussian manner, 
as two complementary versions of the same myth which interpret each 
other. That is to say, what did his mother see on his face (in the second, 
television version) that she found so irresistibly attractive, while the same 
feature was So repugnant to all others? There is only one answer possible: 
the exact opposite of the first version, i.e., an excessive phallic protuber- 
ance, repulsive to a “normal” gaze, in place of the nose—so to speak, the 
accomplishment of her (maternal) desire to obtain in the child her missing 
phallus, something resembling a famous case of the eighteenth-century 
monster analyzed by Alain Grosrichard.° 

3) the amorphous distortion of the face: the flesh has not yet assumed 
definite features, it dwells in a kind of preontological state, as if “melted,” 
as if having undergone an anamorphotic deformation; the horror lies not 
in his death mask, but rather in what is concealed beneath it, in the 
palpitating skinned flesh—everyone who catches sight of this amorphous 
life substance has entered the forbidden domain and must therefore be 
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excluded from the community ... Therein consists the ultimate paradox 
of the “living dead”: as if death, the death-stench it spreads, is a mask 
sheltering a life far more “alive” than our ordinary daily life. The place 
of the “living dead” is not somewhere between the dead and the living: 
precisely as dead, they are in a way “more alive than life itself,” having 
access to the life substance prior to its symbolic mortification.® Lacanian 
psychoanalysis locates the cause of this deformity in the anamorphotic 
gaze, i.e., the gaze sustained by an incestuous enjoyment: the anamor- 
photic distortion of reality is the way the gaze is inscribed onto the object’s 
surface. One should recall here another case from the same period, that 
of the “elephant man” immortalized by David Lynch in the film of the 
same name: according to the mythology surrounding this figure, the gro- 
tesque protophallic protuberance on his forehead (the ‘“‘elephant’s nose’”’), 
as well as the general deformity of his body, designates the inscription 
of the maternal gaze onto the bodily surface. The myth of the “elephant 
man” goes as follows: during a circus parade watched by his pregnant 
mother, an elephant went berserk and almost trampled her down; this 
“view from below” on the mad elephant affected the mother and caused 
the elephant-like distortion of the embryo.’ Again, we encounter the same 
anamorphotic deformity of the face in a series of Munch’s paintings where 
the face seems to lose its contours and “melt down” into a whitish slime 
(let it suffice to mention Ashes, Vampire and T: he Kiss, three drawings in 
which, during sexual intercourse or in its aftermath, the man literally 
“loses his face’’). 

4) the exceptional status of his voice: the phantom of the opera is first 
of all a being of voice, in the novel he is regularily addressed as “the 
man’s voice,” as if the “normal” relationship of voice and its bearer (its 


source) were inverted: instead of the voice appertaining to the body as. 


one of its properties, it is the body itself which, in its distortion, mater- 
ializes an “impossible,” originally bodiless and as such all-powerful (all- 
present) voice baptized by Michel Chion as “la voix acousmatique’’.® The 
first association here is, of course, again Munch’s Scream: in it, the energy 
of the hindered scream—which cannot burst out and release itself in 
sound—finds an outlet (one is almost tempted to say: “is acted out”) in 
the anamorphotic distortion of the body, in its “unnatural” serpentine 
windings, and of the coast and water beyond the bridge—as if these spiral 
lines are here to materialize sound vibrations, in a kind of effect of con- 
version of the hindered sound into a distortion of matter. 


The voice.qua object 
In his seminar on anxiety (1960-1961, unpublished), Lacan referred 


to Munch’s Scream in order to exemplify the status of the voice qua 
object. That is to say, the crucial feature of the painting is the fact that 
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the scream is not heard. What we aim at here is not the obvious fact that 
“paintings do not speak”: there are paintings which are definitely “res- 
onant” and “call to mind sounds”—the paintings of street scenes bursting 
with life, of dancing, of stormy nature, etc.; whereas here, it pertains to 
the very essence of the depicted content that the scream we perceive is 
mute, since the anxiety is too stringent for it to find an outlet in vocal- 
ization (August Strindberg totally missed the point when he prattled on 
about how, in order to enjoy properly Munch’s paintings, one should 
imagine appropriate music to accompany them). As we have already 
pointed out, this structural muteness is indexed within the painting itself 
by the absence of ears in the desperate homunculus’s head: as if these 
ears, foreclosed from the (symbolic) reality of the face, return in the Real 
of the anamorphotic stain the form of which recalls a gigantic ear... In 
everyday language, one could say that the scream “got stuck in the 
throat”: the voice gua object is precisely what is “stuck in the throat,” 
what cannot burst out, unchain itself and thus enter the dimension of 
subjectivity. It is by no accident that, in his Four Fundamental Concepts, 
Lacan determines the object small a as the bone which got stuck in the 
subject’s throat: if the exemplary case of the gaze qua object is a blind 
man’s eyes, i.e., eyes which do not see (we experience the gaze qua object 
when a partner in conversation suddenly takes off his black glasses, ex- 
posing us to the uneasy depthless white of his eyes), then the exemplary 
case of the voice qua object is a voice which remains silent, i.e., which 
we do not hear.? 

It should be of no surprise, then, that the most famous scream in the 
history of cinema is also silent: the scream of a mother who watches 
powerlessly her son being shot down by soldiers, in the scene at Odessa’s 
staircase from Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin. When, ina tracking shot, 
the camera approaches the mother who desperately grasps her head, and 
almost enters the black hole of her open mouth, its entire effect is again 
based on the fact that we do not hear her scream, i.e., that it “gets stuck 
in her throat’—as in the above-mentioned scene from Hitchcock’s Birds 
where Mitch’s mother, upon encountering the corpse with pecked-out 
eyes, utters her silent scream. To this silent scream which bears out the 
horror-stricken encounter with the real of enjoyment, one has to oppose 
the scream of release, of decision, of choice, the scream by means of 
which the unbearable tension finds an outlet: we so to speak “spit out 
the bone” in the relief of vocalization; in Hitchcock’s oeuvre, its most 
famous case is Doris Day’s scream from his second version of The Man 
Who Knew Too Much which, at the last moment, prevents the murder 
in Albert Hall. What one has to bear in mind here is the contrast between 
this scream and the silent mother’s scream from Potemkin: they are both 
placed within the mother-son relationship; the silent scream manifests 
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her resistance to cutting the umbilical cord that links her with the son, 
whereas the scream from The Man Who Knew Too Much signals that 
the mother, driven into the corner by a forced choice between her son 
and the community, renounced the child and chose the community—this 
scream is therefore in its very coarseness “‘an act of civilization.” In other 
words, the opposition of silent and vocalized screams coincides with that 
of enjoyment and Other: the silent scream attests to the subject’s clinging 
to enjoyment, to his/her unreadiness to exchange enjoyment (i.e., the 
object which gives body to it) for the Other, for the Law, for the paternal 
metaphor, whereas the vocalization as such corroborates that the choice 
is already made and that the subject finds himself/herself within the 
community.!° 

The voice which obsesses the phantom is, however, not a scream, but 
a hypnotic operatic air: he falls in love with Christine after he recognizes 
in her seductive singing the resonance of the lost maternal voice. In The 
Man Who Knew Too Much, this incestuous song which links the subject 
to the Thing (the maternal body), i.e., by means of which the Thing 
catches him with its tentacles, is, of course, none other than the notorious 
“Che sara, sara” sung by Doris Day in the embassy where her son is kept 
prisoner. It is, as said above, a song through which the mother reaches, 
“catches,” her son, that is to say, a song which expressly establishes the 
incestuous umbilical link (here, Hitchcock makes use of a formal pro- 
cedure whose audacity has not yet been fully perceived: the camera di- 
rectly “tracks” the voice, “shows” its resonance on the staircase and_its 
climb to the attic room where the son is locked up). Another crucial 
feature of this scene is the accentuated vulgarity and obscenity of Doris 
Day’s singing: her voice is far too noisy, so that the distinguished guests 
in the reception room avoid each other’s gaze and stare down, as if 
embarrassed by such an obscene exhibition. The third and final feature 
not to be missed is the song’s content itself which directly exhibits its 
superego status: “Che sara, sara,” what will be, will be—how could one 
avoid noticing, in this answer to the child’s question as to what will 


become of him when he grows up, the malevolent indifference that per- . 


tains to the very notion of superego. This superego status is further con- 
firmed if one locates “Che sara, sara” in the context of other Hitchcock 
films, as the middle term between Rear Window and Psycho. What we 
have in mind is, of course, a peculiarity of the Rear Window’s sound- 
track:!! when, late in the evening, Grace Kelly approaches James Stewart 
who is taking a nap on his wheelchair (first as an ominous shadow which 
overflows his face, then as “herself”), the background sounds—the rich 
texture of everyday noises—are suddenly suspended, and all we hear is 
the voice of an unknown soprano practicing scales, as if mother is yet 
learning to sing (which is why she still tolerates the exchange of kisses 
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between Stewart and Kelly). In The Man Who Knew Too Much mother 
already knows how to sing, her voice finally reaches the son—the ultimate 
result of which is then shown in Psycho: a son dominated by the mother’s 
voice, so that one is tempted to risk the thesis that the boy from The 
Man Who Knew Too Much is none other than Norman Bates in his 
childhood. In other words, the answer to the question “what will be,” 
what will become of the boy from The Man Who Knew Too Much, is 
contained in Psycho. In order to avoid the danger of the so-called “psy- 
choanalytic interpretation of art” which lurks here (maternal superego as 
the “secret” of the voice-stain ...), one has to accomplish the properly 
dialectical reversal of the explanans into explanandum: the point is not 
to interpret the unfathomable “acousmatique” voice as the maternal su- 
perego, but rather its opposite, i.e., to explain the very logic of the ma- 
ternal superego by means of this vocal stain—what we call “maternal 
superego” is nothing but such a voice which smears the picture and dis- 
turbs its transparency. Our procedure is therefore strictly allegorical: the 
“mother” qua a diegetic personality is ultimately an agency which, within 
the narrative content of Hitchcock’s films, stands in for, holds the place 
of, a certain formal disturbance, a stain which blurs the field of vision. 
The scream and the song thus form an opposition: the status of the 
song is that of a stain which materializes incestuous enjoyment, whereas 
the scream is—to put it simply—a horrified reaction to this stain. A cursory 
glance at Munch’s Scream reveals how its surface is “drawn”: the right 
half is far more anamorphotically distorted than the left half, ic., the 
painting is “sucked” toward its center of gravity somewhere around two- 
thirds the height of its right side—the homunculus is seized with horror 
at being drawn into this whirlpool. The spiral lines of the distorted reality 
form a new shape vaguely remindful of a gigantic ear or eye, a kind of 
paranoiac agency which “‘sees all and hears all’—how not to recall here 
Syberberg’s Parsifal where the depth of the visual field (the background) 
is often filled out by a flat rear projection which deliberately destroys the 
effect of perspective and sometimes directly figures a gigantic eye (ike 
the eye frescos from Eisenstein’s Ivan the Terrible—or, of course, the 
background with painted eyes in Salvador Dali’s dream sequence from 
Hitchcock’s Spellbound).2 In Hitchcock’s Marnie, the same role of a 
fantasy element which patches up the hole (the blank) in reality is played 
by the gigantic black hulk at the end of the street where Marnie’s mother 
lives: it is evidently drawn and thus destroys the depth effect. Therein 
consists the most elementary formal definition of psychosis: the massive 
presence of some Real which fills out and blocks the perspective openness 
constitutive of “reality.”3 This magnetic force which distorts the linear 
perspective on reality is of course enjoyment: Munch’s Scream depicts 
the intrusion of enjoyment into reality. The more we approach its vortex, 
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the more the painting loses its “realist” character, 1.¢., the more its spiral 
lines of color strike us with the weight of their material presence; the 
illusion of “reality” of the depicted content is thereby not simply un- 
dermined—it is far more appropriate to say that the depicted reality loses 
its free-floating, ethereal character and becomes loaded with a kind of 
substantial density (considering that, according to Lacan, the only sub- 
stance ascertained by psychoanalysis is enjoyment, it is thus not difficult 
to conceive how the material weight of Munch’s stains bears out the 
density of enjoyment). 


From the modernist sinthome .. . 


The standard designation by which Scream conveys anxiety is therefore 
appropriate—provided that we conceive the notion of anxiety in its strict 
Lacanian sense, i.e., as the affect which registers the subject’s panic re- 
- action to the overproximity of the object-cause of desire: the little man’s 
features clearly recall a homunculus or a fetus, that is to say, a subject 
not yet torn from the mother’s body (the same homunculus is depicted 
in the lower left corner of Munch’s Madonna (1895/1902), as part of the 
frame otherwise ornamented by spermatic trickles).'* The general con- 
clusion to be drawn from it is that the stain as such has the status of the 
objet petit a (surplus enjoyment). Aside from Starlit Night (1893) where 
the substantial mass of dark earth in the foreground directly evokes a 
blurred stain, the same effect occurs at its clearest in two paintings from 
the turn of the century, Girls on the Bridge (1899) and The Dance of Life 
(1900): the background earth and trees in the first case, the contours of 
the dancing bodies in the second, transmute into extended sperm-like 
stains which encumber reality with the substance of enjoyment. As to 
their status, these stains present therefore a kind of visual correlate to 
the “voix acousmatique” in the cinema, the voice which transgresses the 
boundary outside/inside, since it belongs neither to diegetic reality nor 
to the external vocal accompaniment, but lurks in the in-between space, 


like a mysterious foreign body which disintegrates from within the con-- 


sistency of “reality.” 

On this basis, one could risk some passing general remarks concerning 
the relationship between modernism and postmodernism. The modernist 
procedure is that of a ‘““symptomal reading”: confronted with the totality, 
modernism endeavors to subvert it by detecting the traces of its hidden 
truth in the details which “stick out” and belie its “official” truth, in the 
margins which point toward what has to be “repressed” so that the “of- 
ficial” totality could establish itself—-modernism’s elementary axiom is 
that details always contain some surplus which undermines the universal 
frame of the “official” Truth. What characterizes a typical modernist film 
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is therefore the fact that its material texture (“writing”) in a way tells 
another story which, by means of its lateral links and resonances, re- 
doubles and undermines the “official” story. An exemplary case of it is 
to be found in the excellent early Blake Edwards thriller Experiment In 
Terror, the story of a young bank teller (Lee Remick), victim of an asth- 
matic blackmailer. One of a multitude of motifs which resound in it 
beneath the “official” narrative line is the melancholic, inanimate gaze: 
first the gaze of the hanged woman hidden between the dolls, then the 
doll of a tiger with a sad face, a gift from the blackmailer to his lover’s 
son—although these elements have nothing whatsoever in common on 
the level of the “official” narrative, they nonetheless constitute the same 
sinthome, the uncanny gaze which subverts the border between life and 
death, since it belongs to a “dead” object (corpse, doll), which nonetheless 
possesses a gaze of melancholic expressiveness. This gaze of a “living 
dead” is of course a metonymy of the status of the blackmailer himself, 
who functions as an “acousmatique” entity in Chion’s meaning of the 
term: the horror of an all-present voice whose body all of a sudden 
emerges “out of nothing.” When, at the very end of the film, the police 
shoot him down in the empty, illuminated stadium, it is by no accident 
that the blackmailer, with his asthmatic wheeze, recalls a fish choking on 
dry land, out of its “natural element”: he is effectively like an octopus 
who, once out of water, loses its terrifying fascination and changes into 
a powerless slime—this is the fate which befalls the phantom-like, “acous- 
matique” being as soon as it is reduced to its ordinary corporeity. 
How, then, does postmodernism subvert this modernist frame? Let us 
take a novel which, although still modernist, approaches the very border 
of postmodernism: The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood, a dys- 
topian vision of the near future when, in the USA, the Moral Majority 
takes over and establishes a new state, the “Republic Gilead,” based on 
severe patriarchal order (women are not allowed to read or write, etc.). 
What we have here is, ostensibly, an extrapolation and thereby a clear 
condemnation of tendencies which are detectable in today’s late capi- 
talism, ie., a kind of feminist version of 1984. Such a reading, obvious 
as it may seem, nevertheless misses the crucial point of the novel: the 
extraordinary libidinal cathexis of the scenes where the heroine— 
“Offred,” Fred’s girl—alone in the room allotted to her in the master’s 
house, gradually discovers material details of the objects around her, 
looks for the traces of past experiences inscribed in them, learns how to 
notice microscopic features of her body which have previously gone un- 
noticed .. . One is tempted to say that the novel was written in order to 
put in words this experience of discovering the material weight and den- 
sity of our immediate surroundings: the ultimate function of the plot of 
the Moral Majority’s coup d’état is simply to serve as a narrative frame 
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which impels the heroine toward such a microscopic experience (the same 
as with “space operas” whose intermingled plots of planetary battles 
ultimately serve as a pretext for rendering the experience of floating freely 
in empty space without gravitation). The true “feminine” subject position 
thus comes forth not so much in the novel’s “official” ideological content 
(the condemnation of Moral Majority rule) as in this attitude of micro- 
scopic probing, and the ambiguity of the novel is that, in order to give 
expression to the “feminine” position, it must construct a grandiose fan- 
tasy of patriarchal totalitarianism. 

Here we have again the difference between meaning and what Lacan 
calls sinthome. on the level of meaning, The Handmaid’s Tale is a 
straightforward case of dystopia depicting a possible new form of “closed 
society,” yet this level is underpinned with the traces of feminine enjoy- 
ment. What is crucial here, however, is that this feminine “writing” can- 
not be staged directly, bypassing the circuitous route of meaning: it can 
be rendered only as a by-product of the story whose “official” content is 
the totalitarian universe of the Moral Majority. The same dialectic is at 
work in Chandler’s hard-boiled novels: the insipid view that Chandler 
took advantage of the detective narrative, using it as a frame that he 
filled out with a wealth of detailed observations and insights about the 
corruption of California-style wild capitalism and its psychic impact, 
overlooks the crucial fact that such detailed observations are artistically 
“effective” only as marginal by-products of a text which “officially” pur- 
ports to be a detective story centered on revealing the mystery of who- 
dunit, etc. This, precisely, is the reason why The Handmaiad’s Tale re- 
mains a modernist novel: it would become “postmodern” the moment 
it posited an undercurrent of paradoxical codependence, complicity even, 
between this feminine “writing” and the totalitarian universe of the Moral 
Majority, introducing thereby a moment of ambiguity into its univocal 
condemnation—the step accomplished, among others, by Kafka whose 
great novels are haunted with the secret complicity that links the bu- 
reaucratic Thing (castle, court) to feminine enjoyment. 


... to the postmodernist Thing 


What characterizes postmodernism is therefore an obsession with 
Thing, with a foreign body within the social texture, in all its dimensions 
that range from woman qua the unfathomable element that undermines 
the rule of the “reality principle” (Blue Velvet), through science-fiction 
monsters (Alien) and autistic aliens (Elephant Man), up to the paranoiac 
vision of social totality itself as the ultimate fascinating Thing, a vampire- 
like specter which marks even the most idyllic everyday surface with 
signs of latent corruption. (In this sense, one could say that, today more 
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than ever, capital is the Thing par excellence: a chimeric apparition which, 
although it can nowhere be spotted as a positive, clearly delimited entity, 
nonetheless functions as the ultimate Thing regulating our lives.) The 
ambiguity of the postmodern relationship to the Thing pertains to the 
fact that the Thing is not simply a foreign body, an intruder which disturbs 
the harmony of the social bond: precisely as such, the Thing is what 
“holds together” the social edifice by means of guaranteeing its fantas- 
matic consistency. Within modernism, the Thing assumes either the form 
of “remnants of the past,” of the inertia of prejudices to be cast away, 
or the form of the repressed life power to be unchained (as in the naive 
psychoanalytical ideology of the liberation of drive potentials from the 
constraints of social repression); we enter postmodernism when our re- 
lationship to the Thing becomes antagonistic: we abjure and disown the 
Thing, yet it exerts an irresistible attraction on us; its proximity exposes 
us to a mortal danger, yet it is simultaneously a source of power... One 
is even tempted to propose a reading of Schopenhauer and Marx as 
postmodern philosophers, insofar as perhaps the most distinctive feature 
of their thought is a radical hatred for its object—the will (interpreted by 
Schopenhauer as the “secret” of the Kantian Ding-an-sich), capital. 
Postmodernism thus accomplishes a kind of shift of perspective in 
relation to modernism: what in modernism appeared as the subversive 
margin—symptoms in which the repressed truth of the “false” totality 
emerges—is now displaced into the very heart, as the hard core of the 
Real that different attempts of symbolization endeavor in vain to inte- 
grate and to “gentrify.” In short, it is as if the universal and the particular 
paradoxically exchange places: what one encounters in the center instead 
of the universal is a kind of “particular absolute” (to use Jacques-Alain 
Miller’s term), a particular traumatic kernel, while the various universals 
are all of a sudden reduced to the role of species of an impossible-un- 
fathomable genus, i.e., they start to function as a series of specific, ulti- 
mately failed attempts to symbolize (transpose into the medium of sym- 
bolic universality) and thus to “neutralize” the traumatic core of the Real. 
The theoretical antagonism thus shifts from the axis Imaginary-Symbolic 
to the axis Symbolic-Real: the aim of the modernist ““symptomal reading” 
is to ferret out the texture of discursive (symbolic) practices whose imag- 
inary effect is the substantial totality, whereas postmodernism focuses on 
the traumatic Thing which resists symbolization (symbolic practices). 
This shift comes forth exemplarily apropos of Foucault’s profoundly 
modernist treatment of the relation between sexuality and sex—in what 
consisted the reversal in their relation that exerted such fascination on 
the theoretical public? Instead of reducing sexuality (i.e., the series of 
discursive—legal, medical, ethical, economical, etc.—practices in which 
sex is “actualized”) to the external secondary effect of a unique cause 
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(“sex” qua substantial entity), Foucault conceived sex as the effect of this 
series of practices. “Sex” is not an object given in advance, prior to its 
discursive actualizations and guaranteeing their consistency: it comes to 
be as aconstructed unique reference of these practices, as a result of their 
hegemonic articulation: “The notion of ‘sex’ made it possible to group 
together, in an artificial unity, anatomical elements, biological functions, 
conducts, sensations, pleasures, and it enabled the use of this fictitious 
unity as a causal principle.”!> From the Lacanian perspective, however, 
Foucault overlooks here the inherently “antagonistic” status of sex, the 
“antagonistic” relation between sex and sexuality qua plurality of dis- 
cursive practices: these practices endeavor again and again to integrate, 
to dominate, to neutralize, “sex” qua traumatic core which eludes their 
grasp. “Sex” is therefore not the universality, the neutral common ground 
of discursive practices which constitute “sexuality,” but rather their com- 
mon stumbling block, their common point of failure. In other words, 
“sex” pertains to the register of the Real: it is an “effect” of sexuality (of 
symbolic practices), but its antagonistic effect—there is no sex prior to 
sexuality, sexuality itself produces (“secretes” in all the meanings of the 
term) sex as its inherent stumbling block (the same as with the notion 
of trauma in psychoanalysis, which is a retroactive effect of its failed 
symbolization). Therein consists the ultimate paradox of the Lacanian 
notion of the cause gua real: it is produced (“secreted”) by its own 
effects. 


4.2 Phallophany of the Anal Father 
The anal father 


This postmodern shift affects radically the status of paternal authority: 
modernism endeavors to assert the subversive potential of the margins 
which undermine the Father’s authority, of the enjoyments which elude 
the Father’s grasp, whereas postmodernism focuses on the father himself 
and conceives him as “alive,” in his obscene dimension. The phantom- 
like object which hinders a “normal” sexual relationship therefore is a 
paternal figure, yet not the father who was sublated [aufgehoben] in his 
Name, i.e., the dead-symbolic father, but the father who is still alive— 
father insofar as he is not yet “transubstantiated” into a symbolic function 
and remains what psychoanalysis calls a “partial object.” That is to say, 
the father qua Name of the Father, reduced to a figure of symbolic au- 
thority, is “dead” (also) in the sense that he does not know anything about 
enjoyment, about life substance: the symbolic order (the big Other) and 
enjoyment are radically incompatible.’” Which is why the famous Freud- 
ian dream of a son who appears to his father and reproaches him with 
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“Father, can’t you see I’m burning?” could be simply translated into 
“Father, can't you see I’m enjoying?”—can’t you see I’m alive, burning 
with enjoyment? Father cannot see it since he is dead, whereby the pos- 
sibility is open to me to enjoy not only outside his knowledge, 1.¢., un- 
beknownst to him, but also in his very ignorance. The other, no less known 
Freudian dream, that about the father who does not know he is dead, 
could thus be supplemented with “(J, the dreamer, enjoy the fact that) 
father does not know he is dead.”’!® What emerges under the guise of the 
phantom-like “living dead”—of the specter which hinders “normal” sex- 
ual relationship—is, however, the reverse of the Name of the Father, 
namely the “anal father” who definitely does enjoy: the obscene little 
man who is the clearest embodiment of the phenomenon of the “un- 
canny” (Unheimliche). He is the subject’s double who accompanies him 
like a shadow and gives body to a certain surplus, to what is “in the 
subject more than subject himself”; this surplus represents what the sub- 
ject must renounce, sacrifice even, the part in himself that the subject 
must murder in order to start to live as a “normal” member of the 
community. The crucial point here is therefore that this “anal father” is 
Father-Enjoyment (/e Pére-Jouissance, as Michel Silvestre calls it): it is 
not the agency of symbolic Law, its “repression,” which hinders the sexual 
relationship (according to a Lacanian commonplace, the role of the Name 
of the Father is precisely to enable the semblance of a sexual relationship), 
its stumbling block is on the contrary a certain excessive “sprout of 
enjoyment” materialized in the obscene figure of the “anal father.”*° A 
whole series of Munch’s paintings are to be conceived as variations on 
this motif, first of all the two Mephistopheles from 1935. Mephistopheles 
I: The Duel depicts a dark figure in the act of killing his white, shadow- 
like double, whereas in Mephistopheles IT: Split Personality the same dark 
figure walks down the same street arm in arm with his almost transparent 
double and ignores a girl who turns round to cast a seductive glance at 
him. Here, one has to go beyond the standard “Lacanian” reduction of 
the motif of a double to imaginary mirror relationship: at its most fun- 
damental, the double embodies the phantom-like Thing in me; that is to 
say, the dissymmetry between me and my double is ultimately that be- 
tween the (ordinary) object and the (sublime) Thing. In my double, I 
don’t simply encounter myself (my mirror image), but first of all what 
is “in me more than myself”: the double is “myself,” yet—to put it in 
Spinozian terms—conceived under another modality, under the modality 
of the other, sublime, ethereal body, a pure substance of enjoyment ex- 
empted from the circuit of generation and corruption. Prior to his being 
“sublated” in his Name, “father” designates such a Thing which is “in 
me more than myself.””?! 
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It would be, however, wrong to draw the conclusion that the relation- 
ship to the double gua Thing has nothing whatsoever to do with the 
imaginary relationship between ego and ideal ego, its mirror image, i.e., 
with the axis m—i(a) or, as Lacan writes it down in his “scheme L,” a- 
a’. What one should render problematic in this mirror relationship is the 
apostrophe which distinguishes the image of a double (a’) from “myself” 
(a); this apostrophe later (i.e., when a is no longer conceived as an imag- 
inary other, but as the real object-cause of desire) becomes the objet petit 
a. In other words, objet petit a is the unheimliches surplus forever missing 
in the mirror image, i.e., “unspecularizable,” yet precisely as such present 
in it in the shape of that unfathomable X on account of which the mirror 
image obtains its unheimliches character—the double is “the same as me,” 
yet totally strange; his sameness all the more accentuates his uncanniness. 
This is why the image of a double so easily turns into its opposite, so 
that, instead of experiencing the radical otherness of his similar, the sub- 
ject recognizes himself in the image of radical otherness, Le., he recog- 
nizes his equivalent in the amorphous mass of the Real whose literary 
and cinematic versions reach from Maupassant’s Horla to the “alien” 
from Scott Ridley’s film of the same name. In this sense, one could say 
that the Lacanian formula of fantasy, $ © a, the confrontation of the 
empty subject with the amorphous presence of the real, displays the 
“truth” of the mirror relationship a—a’, i.e., what confers on this rela- 
tionship its antagonistic tension—another confirmation of how the Real 
persists in the very heart of the Imaginary. It is therefore clear why vam- 
pires are invisible in the mirror: because they have read Lacan and, 
consequently, know how to behave—they materialize objet a which, by 
definition, cannot be mirrored. 

What is crucial here is therefore the radical assymmetry in the rela- 
tionship a—a’, i.e., a Dorian Gray-like imbalance between myself and my 
mirror image: the price to be paid for my image to retain its harmonious 
consistency is that the entire horror of its amorphous leftover falls into 
me. This amorphous left over is the material correlative of the gaze; that 
is to say, when I find myself face to face with with my double, when I 
“encounter myself’ among the objects, when “I myself’ qua subject ap- 
pear “out there,” what am I at that precise moment as the one who looks 
at it, as a witness to myself? Precisely the gaze qua object: the horror of 
coming face to face with my double is that this encounter reduces me to 
the object-gaze. In other words, the part missing in the mirror image of 
myself (the “‘’” of the axis a-a’) is my own gaze, the object-gaze which 
sees me out there... As a rule, one focuses on the horror of being the 
object of some invisible, unfathomable, panoptical gaze (the “someone- 
is-watching me” motif)—yet it is a far more unbearable experience to 
find oneself at this very point of a pure gaze. The lesson of the dialectic 
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of the double is therefore the discordance between eye and gaze: there 
certainly is in the mirror image “more than meets the eye,” yet this 
surplus that eludes the eye, the point in the image which eludes my eye’s 
grasp, is none other than the gaze itself: as Lacan put it, “you can never 
see me at the point from which I gaze at you.” 

This is the way psychoanalysis subverts the usual opposition of the 
paternal and the maternal: it brings out what this opposition has to re- 
press, to exclude, in order to establish itself, namely the reverse of the 
father, the “anal father” who lurks behind the Name of the Father qua 
bearer of the symbolic Law. This “anal father” is the third element which 
disturbs the familiar narrative of the gradual prevalence of the paternal 
over the maternal in history as well as in the subject’s ontogenesis, the 
narrative which even Freud seems to follow in his Moses and Monothe- 
ism, at least upon a superficial reading of it. The mad “anal father” is 
the nauseous debauchee, threatening yet ridiculously impotent, who sim- 
ply does not fit the frame of the “complementary relationship between 
yin and yang” and the like. A new light is thus shed on the Cartesian 
cogito, on its inherent link with the God which guarantees its consistency. 
The Cartesian God—the correlate of the cogito—is, of course, none other 
than Lacan’s “big Other,” the place of the supposed symbolic knowledge 
(le sujet supposé savoir) which supplants the primordial Thing, i.e., Fa- 
ther-Enjoyment gua presymbolic Other. Cogito ergo sum is thus to be 
translated as: I think where enjoyment was evacuated; or, to give a deon- 
tological twist to it: if I am to think, the Other’s enjoyment has to be 
suspended. 

One can detect this subjective attitude in those moments in Raymond 
Chandler’s novels when, exhausted by his activity, Philip Marlowe dis- 
connects from the frenetic run of things, lies down and takes a rest. 
Through the luminescence of advertisements, through the stench of al- 
cohol and garbage, through the intrusive noise of a big city, all the rot 
and decay from which he has tried to escape by means of activity—in 
short: the substance of enjoyment—return to strike him in the face. There 
is nothing calming or reassuring in these moments; passive thought, con- 
fronted with the nausea of existence, is, on the contrary, pervaded by 
paranoia. Marlowe “thinks,” yet his thought is not a free-floating, calming 
reflection, but rather a sneaking, crawling under the watchful eye of a 
cruel superego: “I thought, and thought in my mind moved with a kind 
of sluggish stealthiness, as if it was being watched by bitter and sadistic 
eyes” (Farewell, My Lovely). This would be, then, Marlowe’s cogito: I 
think, therefore an obscene, sadistic superego specter is watching me. 
And what is the “phantom” if not such a stumbling block of the “normal” 
sexual relationship (in Leroux’s novel, the relationship between Christine 
Daae and Vicomte de Chagny)? If not the so-called “pregenital” (anal) 


re 
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object which must disappear, pass away, for the “normal” sexual rela- 
tionship to realize itself? Yet one must avoid here the trap into which 
Freudian orthodoxy fell, ie., the fallacy according to which fixation on 
this object prevents the emergence of the “normal” (genital) sexual re- 
lationship: the “phantom” qua object does nothing but materialize the 
inherent hindrance, the “original” impossibility that pertains to the sexual 
relationship.” 

The ambiguous role of this object-impediment which, at the same time, 
guarantees fantasmatic consistency,”? enables us to delineate the logic of 
the sublime reversal in Phantom of the Opera, i.e., of its supreme mel- 
odramatic moment when the phantom who has hitherto prevented the 
fulfillment of the sexual relationship, suddenly emerges as the one who, 
by means of his sacrifice, enables it;+ what we have in mind is, of course, 
the final moment when the phantom Eric sacrifices himself in order to 
make possible for Christine a happy life with Vicomte de Chagny. In 
terms of Propp’s narrative analysis, one could say that in this final reversal 
the agent previously identified as malefactor suddenly changes into do- 
nator, i.e., into a “mediator” who, by means of his sacrifice, enables the 
hero’s salvation. And it is perhaps the very experience of this reversal of 
the “condition of impossibility” into a “condition of possibility’”—the 
experience of how “only the spear that smote you/can heal your wound” 
(to quote from Wagner’s Parsifal)—which constitutes the core of what 
we call “dialectics.”> 


Phallophany versus phallic signifier 


It should be clear, now, what is the name of the “secret” beneath the 
mask, so terrible that anyone who sees it is not allowed to survive: as 
Lacan recalls it apropos of the Greek mysteries, this “secret” is the re- 
vealed phailus, the phallus which is not yet “sublated” (aufgehoben) in 
the signifier: the maternal phallus, the phallus gua sign of the incestuous 
link. As Gilles Deleuze puts it: “Si vous étes pris dans le réve de l'autre, 
vous étes foutu” (“If you are caught in another’s dream, you are done 
for”). The revealed phallus, the phallic-anamorphotic distortion of the 
face, is a kind of brand attesting that the subject is caught in the desire 
of the other (mother), entrapped in her dream. In this precise sense, 
phallus “‘appears” in the obscene protuberance on the “elephant man : ’s 
forehead and marks it with the brand of mother’s desire, as if striking it 
with the whip of her gaze. What Lacan calls “phallic identification” is, 
on the contrary, the exact opposite of this “revelation of the phallus”: it 
is the identification with the phallus qua signifier of desire, i.e., the par- 
adox of identification with nonidentity, with the gap which maintains the 
desire. In the phallic identification proper, we identify with the element 
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which functions as the signifier of its own opposite (in short, as signifier 
tout court). Let us just recall the Hitchcockian blonde (Grace Kelly, e-g.): 
in her figure, the external opposition of frigid blonde and hot brunette 
is surmounted (“sublated,” aufgehoben, in the precise Hegelian sense), 
so that the very surface coldness functions as a sign of its opposite—the 
more calm she.is, the more this restraint attests to an underlying passion 
... It is the same with fury: we enter the phallic dimension when we 
surmount the external opposition of outbursts of noisy rage and of re- 
strained silence, so that cold silence itself starts to function as something 
infinitely more threatening than violent roars. On another level, it is the 
same with the dialectic of the leader: political hagiographers know very 
well that the leader is to be depicted as fundamentally alone in his heights, 
since it is precisely in these moments of absolute solitude that, in a 
“deeper” sense, “he is with us all”: the leader is “us all” precisely as 
absolutely alone, as one. This is what Hegel calls “self-relating negation”: 
the way effectively to negate and surmount frigidity is not to supplant it 
by its external opposite (passion), but to make it designate this opposite. 
Therein consists the ultimate paradox of what Lacan calls “the dialectic 
of desire’—the renunciation of desire as the very form of appearance of 
its fulfillment—the paradox which gets lost as soon as the phallus begins 
to “appear.” 

In postmodernism, this “apparition” of the phallus is universalized. 
David Lynch, whose Elephant Man features the above-mentioned his- 
torical case of the phallophany at the onset of modernism, developed in 
Blue Velvet and Wild at Heart a style whose underlying premise is the 
expanse of the anamorphotic distortion, still localized in the case of the 
“elephant man,” into the ontological condition of reality as such: at the 
very beginning of Blue Velvet, the suspension of the paternal function 
(epitomized by the father’s heart attack) is immediately followed by the 
intrusion of the Real in the shape of a fragment of reality (a cut-off ear) 
which, as soon as one approaches it too closely, turns into a nauseating, 
crawling life substance (ants swarming in the ear). In Lynch’s “ontology,” 
the universe is a palpitating slime that continually threatens to blow up 
the settled frame of everyday reality. The counterpart to the cut-off ear 
in Wild at Heart is a repeated close shot of lighting a cigarette which 
then dissolves into raging fire—through this opening in reality the sub- 
stance of the Real breaks in. All that remains of diegetic “reality” in Wild 
at Heart is narrative fragments from old cinematic genres (film noir, soft 
porn, musical comedy, etc.)—a patchwork designed to prevent us from 
“burning our fingers” too much on the Real. 

Therein consists the fundamental ambiguity of the image in postmod- 
ernism: it is a kind of barrier enabling the subject to maintain distance 
from the Real, protecting him/her against its irruption, yet its very ob- 
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trusive “hyperrealism” evokes the nausea of the Real. Some of today’s 
commonplaces are phrases on the postmodern “society of the spectacle” 
whose reality is supplanted by an image of itself, and where, consequently, 
individuals more and more lose the character of agents, embedded in 
social reality, and are reduced to external observers of the spectacle. Yet 
the reverse of this “derealization” is the hypersensitivity to reality as 
something that can be hurt, for the inherently painful dimension of our 
contact with reality even at the most microscopic level—as if the subject 
is reduced to a pure receptive gaze precisely because he is aware of how 
every encroachment upon the world, even the most benevolent, cuts into 
the world, hurts it. “Edward Scissorhands” from Tim Burton’s film of 
the same name, a failed, aborted, Frankensteinian monster with scissor- 
like hands, epitomizes the postmodern subject: a melancholic subject 
condemned to pure gaze since he knows that touching the beloved one 
equals causing him/her unbearable pain. This inherent link between 
“scopic drive” and violence characterizes also the figure of Norman Bates 
from Psycho: the reverse of his “voyeurism” is that the only proper “act” 
of which he is capable is slaughtering his neighbor.” 

In the Lacanian notion of the Real, the hard kernel which resists sym- 
bolization coincides with its opposite, the so-called “inner,” “psychic” 
reality;27 within postmodernism, the same ambiguity is reproduced in the 
shape of the tension between the obtrusive bodily density (one is tempted 
to say: the Heideggerian “earth’’) which overshadows the narrative frame, 
and the opposite attitude which, vulgari eloquentia, reduces reality itself 
to “something that exists only in our heads,” a “product of the delirium 
of our brain”: “The most prudent and effective method of dealing with 
the world around us is to assume that it is a complete fiction—conversely, 
the one small node of reality left to us is inside our own heads.” One 
should recall here the series of great “postmodern” mise-en-scénes of 
Wagner’s operas which transpose part of the action or even all of it into 
the “head” of one of its protagonists: in Jean-Pierre Ponelle’s Tristan, 
the action following Tristan’s death (Isolde’s return, etc.) is staged as the 
delusion of the dying Tristan; at the end of Hans-Juergen Syberberg’s 
film version of Parsifal, the entire content is twice “subjectivized,” lo- 
cated first in Kundry’s head, then in the head of Wagner himself.? The 
most indicative is here, however, Harry Kupfer’s staging of Fliegende 
Hollaender (Bayreuth 1977-1985): the Dutchman is presented as Senta’s 
hysterical delusion, as the mode by which Senta “does not give way as 
to her desire” and refuses the poor and faithful Eric, the sexual partner 
at her disposal in “reality.” Her final suicidal gesture is thus reinterpreted 
as a kind of reflective redoubling: Senta does not sacrifice herself for the 
Dutchman, she sacrifices herself to keep alive the fantasy of the Dutch- 
man which gives consistency to her desire—she chooses death rather than 


Why Does the Phallus Appear? / 131 


accepting the dreadful reality of the provincial town where she “really” 
lives: The screen onto which Senta’s fantasy is projected consists of a big 
black hulk strangely resembling the hulk in the above-mentioned shot 
from Hitchcock’s Marnie; this hulk is located at the back of the stage, in 
the very place where the viewer’s eye expects to meet the imaginary point 
of the infinite axis of perspective, ie., the Other’s gaze which confers on 
the field of vision its depth: the specter of the Dutchman appears when 
the gigantic hands that form the hulk spread and allow a view to its 
interior, the folded vividly red Real, the space of enjoyment not yet 
“colonized” by the sociosymbolic order.*° 


Class struggle in the opera 


Is not then the Flying Dutchman—again, like Leroux’s phantom, an 
intruder preventing the “normal” sexual relationship between Senta and 
her poor Eric—literally a “phantom in the opera,” a phantom-like ap- 
parition on the stage? The fantasy screen in the background holds the 
space open for the “ghosts of the past” for whom there is no place in the 
grey utilitarian bourgeois everyday life which forecloses the very possi- 
bility of a heroic sacrifice: Senta yearns for a world in which something 
akin to the Dutchman’s tragedy is still conceivable. Yet if one is to avoid 
the historicist. trap, one must learn the materialist lesson of the anti- 
evolutionist creationism which resolves the contradiction between literal 
meaning of the Scripture (according to which the universe was created 
ca. 5000 years ago) and irrefutable proofs of its greater age (million-years- 
old fossils, etc.) not via the usual indulging in the delicacies of the alle- 
gorical reading of the Scripture (“Adam and Eve are not really the first 
couple but a metaphor for the early stages of humanity ...”) but by 
sticking to the literal truth of the Scripture: the universe was created 
recently, i.e., only 5000 years ago, yet with inbuilt false traces of the past 
(God directly created fossils, e.g.).3! The past is always strictly “synchron- 
ous,” with the present, it is the way the synchronous universe thinks its 
antagonism—it suffices to recall the infamous role of the “remnants of 
the past” in accounting for the difficulties of the “construction of 
socialism.” 

In this sense, the Phantom and his sexual rival, Vicomte de Changy, 
form a kind of Kleinian opposition of “bad” and ‘“‘good” aristocratic 
object: the Phantom embodies the excess aristocracy has to renounce in 
order to become integrated into bourgeois society. In other words, he is 
a kind of “fossil” created by the Enlightenment itself as a distorted index 
of its inherent antagonism: what was, prior to the advent of Enlighten- 
ment, a sovereign expenditure, a glitter of those in power, an inherent 
moment of their symbolic status, now undergoes a kind of anamorphotic 
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distortion, falls out from the social space whose contours are defined by 
utilitarian ideology, and is perceived as decadent debauchery epitomized 
in the bourgeois myth of a corrupted demonic aristocrat.22 The notion 
of “decadence” acquires here its full weight as the concept which “‘fan- 
tasizes the return of all the weirdest religious sects and cults, after the 
triumph of the secular, of homo oeconomicus and of utilitarianism: it is 
thus the ghost of the superstructure, of cultural autonomy itself, that 
haunts the omnipotence of the base.””*? This superego side of the Phantom 
qua return of an archaic enjoyment is, however, supplemented by its 
opposite which is inscribed into Leroux’s novel by means of its very 
topography—although “apolitical,” the novel nevertheless establishes a 
mysterious link between the Phantom and the Paris Commune, this ul- 
timate trauma of the French bourgeois society of the late nineteenth- 
century: deep under the Opera, where the Phantom has his premises, 
there were the secret torture chambers of the Communards ... The po- 
litical topography of Phantom of the Opera thus consists of an extimate 
field, a field whose innermost center meets its radical exterior: the very 
heart of the Parisian high society, the building of the Opera with its 
luxurious staircases, reveals—the moment we dive into its foundations— 
the traces of the traumatic “repressed” past, i.e., of the historical moment 
which shook the foundations of the bourgeois state. 

Such is then the social-ideological topography of the Phantom: his 
figure constitutes an impossible “point of passage” at which the subver- 
sive power of the new (the working class) rejoins the return of the old 
(aristocratic decadence). In this precise sense, the Phantom is a fetishistic 
representative of (a stand-in for) the class struggle: it disavows it by con- 
densing into one both of its extremes which undermine the established 
bourgeois order, aristocratic decadence as well as the coming proletarian 
subversion. It is therefore wrong to ask directly “which is the class equiv- 
alent of the Phantom?”: its “class meaning” is contained in the very 
distortion that results from the “impossible” conjunction of opposites 
(as in fascist anti-Semitism where the “Jew” condenses in a unique figure 
the excessive nature of capitalism—its wild profiteering, etc.—and its pro- 
letarian subversion, i.e., the “Jewish-Communist plot”). This distortion 
betrays the work of “class desire,” its effort to render invisible the actual 
contours of social antagonism and thereby pave the way for its “imaginary 
solution”: by means of his transformation from malefactor to donator, 
the Phantom becomes the “vanishing mediator” rendering possible the 
final reconciliation. 

Convincing as it may appear, such a direct analysis of “ideological 
content” is nevertheless marked by a brand of ultimate arbitrariness; and 
the same goes for all analyses of this kind: Dr. Frankenstein’s creature 
can be a metaphor for the monstrous results of man’s manipulation with 
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nature, for the horrors of the French revolution, etc.; Kaspar Hauser can 
epitomize the catastrophic results of the lack of family education; the 
elephant man can be cathexed by the ideological problematic of the body- 
soul relationship (“Such a horrible body, and yet such a great soul!”); the 
killer shark in Jaws can signify anything from repressed sexuality to un- 
briddled capitalism and the threat of the Third World to America ... 
The way out of this deadlock is not via deciding which of the multiple 
meanings is “true” (“Is the shark a representative of the repressed drives 
of the late-capitalist subject, or does it epitomize the destructive nature 
of capitalism itself?”’); what one should do is rather to conceive the mons- 
ter as a kind of fantasy screen where this very multiplicity of meanings 
can appear and fight for hegemony. In other words, the error of direct 
content analysis is to proceed too quickly and to presuppose as self- 
evident the fantasy surface itself, the empty form/frame which offers space 
for the appearance of monstrous content: the crucial question is not 
“What does the Phantom signify?” but “How is the very space constituted 
where entities like the Phantom can emerge?” Or, to return to Kupfer’s 
Fliegende Hollander, the crucial question is not the meaning of Senta’s 
fantasies but rather “Where does the black hulk at the background of the 
stage come from, so that Senta has a surface onto which she can project 
her fantasies?” What we have here is the same disjunction as that of the 
well-known visual paradox of the vase/two faces: as soon as we perceive 
meaning(s), the form qua place of their inscription becomes invisible— 
and the fundamental gesture of a dialectical analysis is precisely a step 
back from content to form, i.e., a suspension of content which renders 
visible anew form as such. The elementary ideological operation consists 
in this very “conversion of the form” by means of which the possible 
space for ideological meanings emerges—or, as Fredric Jameson put it 
apropos of Jaws: 


... the vocation of the symbol—the killer shark—ties less in any 
single message or meaning than in its very capacity to absorb 
and organize all of these quite distinct anxieties together. As a 
symbolic vehicle, then, the shark must be understood in terms 
of its essentially polysemous function rather than any particular 
content attributable to it by this or that spectator. Yet it is pre- 
cisely this polysemousness which is profoundly ideological, in- 
sofar as it allows essentially social and historical anxieties to be 
folded back into apparently “natural” ones, both to express and 
to be recontained in what looks like a conflict with other forms 
of biological existence.*4 
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This “folding back” is what Lacan calls a “point de capiton’. the emer- 
gence of the shark as symbol does not add any new meaning, it simply 
reorganizes meanings which were already there by binding them to the 
same signifier—ideology is at work in this purely symbolic gesture, in the 
addition of a signifier which “quilts” the floating plurality of anxieties.* 
What remains outside this formal symbolic gesture, what resists absorp- 
tion into meaning, is, however, the horrifying power of fascination that 
pertains to the presence of the shark—its enjoyment, to use the Lacanian 
term for it. One should therefore reformulate the above-mentioned dis- 
junction between content and form: you cannot have both meaning ‘and 
enjoyment. The analysis focused on the “ideological meaning” of mons- 
ters overlooks the fact that, previous to signifying something, previous 
even to serving as an empty vessel of meaning, monsters embody en- 
joyment qua the limit of interpretation, that is to say, nonmeaning as 
such. 


The subject of the Enlightenment 


This empty form, this black stain in the very heart of reality, is ulti- 
mately the “objective correlative” of the subject himself (if one is allowed 
to transplant T. S. Eliot’s term into another context): by means of ana- 
morphotic stains, “reality” indexes the presence of the subject. The emer- 
gence of the empty surface on which phantasmagorical monsters appear 
is therefore strictly correlative to what Heidegger calls “the advent of the 
Modern-Age subjectivity,” i.e., to the epoch in which the symbolic “sub- 
stance” (the “big Other” qua texture of symbolic tradition) can no longer 
contain the subject, can no longer bind him to his symbolic mandate. 
This cutting off of substantial tradition is the constitutive gesture of En- 
lightenment; in this sense, the “monster” is the subject of the Enlight- 
enment, that is to say, the mode in which the subject of the Enlightenment 
acquires his impossible positive existence. A new light is thus shed on 
the ill-famed problem of the “death of the subject”: the “eclipse” of the 
subject in front of the Thing—what one (mis)perceives as his “death”— 
is strictly equal to his emergence, i.e., the “subject” is precisely the void 
which remains after the entire substantial content is taken away. The 
source of this customary confounding of the “death of the subject” with 
its very emergence lies in the fact that the motif of the “death of the 
subject” stands in for another motif, that of the “death of man”: “subject” 
and “human person” are strictly opposed, i.e., “subjectivization” entails 
a radical “evacuation,” emptying, of “man” gua substantial “person.” 

To exemplify this split between “subject” and “person,” one has only 
to evoke one further figure in the series of legendary “monsters”: Kaspar 
Hauser. On 26 May 1828, a young man appeared in the central square 
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of Nuremberg, singularily dressed, of stiff, unnatural gestures; his entire 
language consisted of a few fragments of the Lord’s prayer learned by 
heart and pronounced with grammatical errors, and of the enigmatic 
phrase “I want to become such a knight as was my father,” the design 
of an identification with the Ego Ideal; in his left hand, he carried a paper 
with his name—Kaspar Hauser—and the address of a captain in the Nu- 
remberg cavalry. Later, when he learned to speak “properly,” Kaspar told 
his story: he had spent all his life alone in a “dark cave” where a mys- 
terious “black man” procured food and drink for him, until the very day 
when he dressed him and took him to Nuremberg, teaching him on the 
way a few phrases ... He was confided to the Daumer family, quickly 
“humanized” himself and became a celebrity: an object of philosophical, 
psychological, pedagogical, and medical researches, even the object of 
political speculation about his origin (was he the missing Prince of 
Baden?). After a couple of quiet years, on the afternoon of 14 December 
1833, he was found mortally wounded with a knife; on his deathbed, he 
announced that his murderer was the same “black man” who had brought 
him to the central square of Nuremberg five years ago .. .* 

Although the sudden apparition of Kaspar Hauser provoked a shock 
that pertains to this kind of brutal encounter with a real/impossible which 
seems to interrupt the symbolic circuit of cause and effect, the most 
surprising thing about it was that, in a sense, his arrival was awaited: 
precisely as a surprise, he arrived in time. It is not only that Kaspar 
realized the millenary myth of a child of royal origins abandoned in a 
wild place and then found at the age of adolescence (cf. the rumor that 
he was the Prince of Baden), or that the fact that the only objects in his 
“dark cave” were a couple of figures of wooden animals pathetically 
realizes the myth of a hero saved by the animals who take care of him. 
The point is rather that toward the end of the eighteenth-century, the 
theme of a child living excluded from human community became the 
object of numerous literary and scientific texts: it staged in a pure, “ex- 
perimental’ way the theoretical question of how to distinguish in man 
the part of culture from the part of nature. (A couple of decades earlier, 
Frederick, the “enlightened” king of Prussia, was directly involved in a 
similar experiment: on a fenced country estate, he and his assistants 
isolated a couple of children and secretly observed how they found their 
way without any help from educated adults.) What is therefore crucial 
about the figure of Kaspar Hauser is that he appeared as the subject of 
the Enlightenment at its purest: as the very embodiment of the ideological 
problematic that pertains to the Enlightenment project. This “Thing 
which speaks” with its “mechanical,” abrupt, doll-like gestures, lacking 
the “depth” that defines someone as a person, was the pure subject ($) 
prior to subjectivization, freed from all imaginary lures. (Even the “black 
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man,” Kaspar’s paternal substitute, was devoid of any positive features.) 
Tts most succinct Lacanian diagnosis is therefore that Kaspar Hauser was 
the subject lacking the mirror captivation, in other words, the subject 
without the ego: he was directly thrown into the symbolic network, by- 
passing the imaginary (mis)recognition which enables one to experience 
oneself as a “person.” (As it is known from his story, Kaspar Hauser was 
not able to relate to his mirror image, i.e., he did not recognize “himself” 
in it--the same as with all monster figures, real or “fictitious,” from Dr. 
Frankenstein’s creature to the elephant man, who could not stand their 
mirror images.) 

This is the way the Enlightenment project has gone wrong: the En- 
lightenment philosophers wanted to pour out of the bathtub the dirty 
water of corrupted civilization and to retain only the healthy, unspoiled, 
natural child-ego, yet what they inadvertently threw out in the process 
was precisely the ego, so that they were left with the dirty water of a 
monster.27 In short: the pure “subject of the Enlightenment” is a monster 
which gives body to the surplus that escapes the vicious circle of the 
mirror relationship. In this sense, monsters can be defined precisely as 
the fantasmatic appearance of the “missing link” between nature and 
culture: as a kind of “answer of the real” to the Enlightenment’s endeavor 
to find the bridge that links culture to nature, to produce a “man/woman 
of culture” who would simultaneously conserve his/her unspoiled nature. 
Therein consists the ambiguity of the Enlightenment: the question of 
“origins” (origins of language, of culture, of society) which emerged in 
all its stringency with it, is nothing but the reverse of a fundamental 
prohibition, the prohibition to probe too deeply into the obscure origins, 
which betrays a fear that by doing so, one might uncover something 
monstrous . . .38 

If, consequently, one bears in mind the fact that, according to Lacan, 
the ego is an object, a substantial “res,” one can easily grasp the ultimate 
sens of Kant’s transcendental turn: it desubstantializes the subject (which, 
with Descartes, still remained “res cogitans,” i.e., a substantial “piece of 
reality”)—and it is this very desubstantialization which opens up the empty 
space (the “blank surface”) onto which fantasies are projected, where 
monsters emerge. To put itin Kantian terms: because of the inaccessibility 
of the Thing in itself, there is always a gaping hole in (constituted, phe- 
nomenal) reality, reality is never “all,” its circle is never closed, and this 
void of the inaccessible Thing is filled out with phantasmagorias through 
which the transphenomenal Thing enters the stage of phenomenal pres- 
ence—in short, prior to the Kantian turn, there can be no black hulk at 
the background of the stage. It was, of course, well before Kant that 
philosophers doubted the capacity of man to know the Infinite and af- 
firmed that we can only conjecture the Infinite by means of improper 
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metaphors. Yet Kant adds to it the crucial twist: man’s finitude is not 
the simple finitude of an inner-worldly entity lost in the overwhelming 
totality of the universe. The knowing subject is a substanceless point of 
pure self-relating (the “I think”) which is not “part of the world” but is, 
on the contrary, correlative to “world” as such and therefore ontologically 
constitutive: “world,” “reality,” as we know them, can appear only within 
the horizon of the subject’s finitude. The black space of the Thing in 
itself is therefore something extremely dangerous to approach—if one gets 
too close to it, “world” itself loses its ontological consistency, like the 
anamorphotic stain on Holbein’s Ambassadors: when we shift our per- 
spective and perceive it “as it is” (as a skull), al/ remaining reality loses 
its consistency and turns into an amorphous stain. 

The subject is the nonsubstance, he ex-sists only as nonsubstantial self- 
relating which maintains its distance from inner-worldly objects; yet in 
monsters, this subject encounters the Thing which is his impossible equiv- 
alent—the monster is the subject himself, conceived as Thing. Therein 
consists the paradox of the Lacanian mathem $ © a: what we have here 
is not the relationship of two entities but rather the two sides, the two 
“slopes,” of one and the same entity. The subject is “the same” as the 
Thing, he is so to speak its negative (the trace of its absence) within the 
symbolic network—Lacan’s obsession with topological models of the 
“folded” space in the last years of his teaching (the Moebius band, the 
inverted 8, etc.) attests to his effort to articulate clearly this folding back 
wherein the subject encounters its own reverse. Hegel radicalized Kant 
by conceiving the void of the Thing (its inaccessibility) as equivalent to 
the very negativity that defines the subject; the place where phantas- 
magorical monsters emerge is thus identified as the void of the pure Self: 
“This night, the inner of nature, that exists here—pure self—in phantas- 
magorical presentations, is night all around it, here shoots a bloody head— 
there another white shape, suddenly before it, and just so disappears.’”° 

From here, one can return to Scream for the last time: the standard 
modernist reading which conceives it as the manifestation of a monadic 
subject, desperate at his inability to establish contact with the world, 
condemned to solipsistic void, etc., falls short insofar as it continues to 
conceive the subject as substance, as a positive entity whose adequate 
expression is hindered. We enter postmodernism the moment we get rid 
of this perspective illusion: what appears, within modernism, as the limit 
impeding the subject’s self-expression, is actually the subject himself.® In 
other words, we enter postmodernism when we pass from the “emptied 
subject” to the subject gua the emptiness of substance (homologous to 
the reversal from the matter gua substance which curves space into matter 
qua the curvature of space in the theory of relativity): in its most radical 
dimension, the “subject” is nothing but this dreaded “void”—in horror 
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vacui, the subject simply fears himself, his constitutive void.*! ee 
displaying the subject’s horror at the prospect of ee 5 ai 
scream is therefore the very gesture by means of which the dimension 
of subjectivity is inaugurated—(what, through the scream, wal baie 
the subject shrinks from what is “in him more than himself, rom the 
Thing in himself, i.¢., he assumes a minimal distance from it. 
In this precise sense, subject and object are correlative in ra 
theory, but in a way which is the reverse of their epistemological cor- 
relation in transcendental philosophy. According to the worn-out com- 
monplace, the Lacanian subject is $, a barred and barren, crossed-out 
subject, its hindrance, its failed status, 1s constitutive, etc.—what one 
should add to it is just that “object” in the Lacanian sense is a name for 
this inherent impediment, for the “bone in the throat” which hinders the 
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subject’s full realization—therefore $ O a. In other words: object is “cor- 
relative” to the subject gua barred, to the very bar that prevents its 
realizati on. It is for that reason that, in his Seminar on Transference 
(1960-1961), Lacan renounced the motif of intersubjectivity: what is lost 
in it is the fact that, to a subject, another subject is first and foremost an 
object (a), that which prevents him from fully realizing himself, or (the 
reverse of the same) that which possesses what the subject constitutively 
lacks—a Master, in short. The aim of the analysis is to undermine this 
illusion: the analyst occupies the place of the Master, but does not “play 
his role,” thereby rendering visible the Master’s imposture—the lack al- 
ways already pertains to the Other itself. 


The ultimate “social mediation” of the monster figure is therefore to 
be sought in the social impact of capital, this terrifying force of “deter- 
ritorialization” which dissolves all traditional (“substantial”) symbolic 
links and marks the entire social edifice with an irreducible structural 
imbalance—it is by no accident that “monsters” appear at every break 
which announces a new epoch of capital: its rise (Frankenstein, Kaspar 
Hauser); its transformation into imperialism (the elephant man, the phan- 
tom of the opera); today’s emergence of the “postindustrial” society (the 
revival of the motif of the “living dead”). This structural imbalance is 
inscribed into the very form of anamorphosis, namely in its radical am- 
biguity: anamorphotic distortions of reality may function as repellent 
horror, like the forehead protuberance of the “elephant man,” yet phal- 
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lophany may also occasion an effect of sublime beauty. Let us just recall 
the face of Virginia Woolf: its ethereal, refined sublimity pertains to . 
anamorphotic extension, as if the reality of her face itself were aaa 
by a crooked mirror. To ascertain this link between anamorphosis ef 
sublimity, it suffices to “retrench” this face to its “normal” measure by 
means of a simple computer treatment, L¢., to accomplish an Sager 
homologous to that of reshaping the soft, “melted watches from Da i 2 
famous painting back into their “normal” contours—what we get . 
- course, a “healthy,” chubby face without any trace of the unretouche ; 
photo’s sublimity. The status of sublimity is therefore ultimately that 0 
a “grimace of reality” (as Lacan puts it in Television), Lacan 8 definition 
of the sublime (“an object elevated to the level of the Thing”) could be 
rendered as “the sublime is an object, a piece of reality, upon which the 
Real of desire is inscribed by means of an anamorphotic grimace.” The 
boundary that separates beauty from disgust is for that reason far ee 
unstable than it may seem, since it is always contingent on a specific 
cultural space: the “anamorphotic” torture of the body which can. a 
such a fascination within some cultural spaces (from the bandaging re) 
female feet in China, the Indo-Chinese tribe whose women put tight rings 
on their necks in order to protract them, etc., Up to erection itself, the 
paradigm of anamorphotic protraction of a piece of reality), can he 
nothing but disgust in a foreign gaze. Have we not thus also delineate 
the contours of a postmodern critique of ideology which instructs us to 
assume such a foreign gaze upon one’s own ideological field, whereby the 
ideological anamorphosis loses its power of fascination and changes into 


a disgusting protuberance? 


Notes 


1. Fora detailed account of this parallel, cf. James Donald, “The Fantastic, 
the Sublime and the Popular; or, What's at Stake in Vampire Films? m 
Fantasy and the Cinema, ed. J. Donald (London: British Film Institute, 
1989), pp. 233-52. . 

2. Gaston Leroux, The Phantom of the Opera (New York: Hippocrene Books 
Inc., 1990), p. 12. 

3. hid. = 
According to Lacan’s classical definition, the function of the mask is to 
dominate the identifications through which refusals of love are resolved 


9. 
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(“The Meaning of the Phallus,” in Feminine Sexuality: Jacques Lacan and 
the Ecole Freudienne, ed. Juliet Mitchell and Jacqueline Rose (New York: 
Norton, 1985), p. 85; it is therefore not difficult to conceive the Phantom’s 
compulsive mask wearing—another of his features—as a strategy to counter 
the refusal of maternal love. 


Cf. Alain Grosrichard, “Le Cas Polyphéme ou Un Monstre et sa mére,” in 
Ornicar? 11 (pp. 19-36) and 12-13 (pp. 45-57) (Paris: Navarin Editeur, 
1977). 


We allude here to the difference between the two deaths, the real (biological) 
death and the symbolic death (erasure of symbolic traces). In his seminar 
on The Ethic of Psychoanalysis, Lacan elaborated the notion of the “second 
(symbolic) death” apropos of the Sadean distinction between the ordinary 
crime, which is still a part of the natural cycle of generation and corruption, 
and the absolute crime, the destruction, the eradication, of this cycle itself. 
(Cf. chapter 4 of Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London and 
New York: Verso Books, 1989).) The ultimate identity of the second (sym- 
bolic) death and the Sadean absolute crime can be exemplified by Immanuel 
Kant’s obsession with the trauma of a judicial process against the king, his 
sentencing to death (in contrast to the simple regicide in the act of rebellion). 
That is to say, why is the legal action against the king, his execution, a 
Sadean absolute crime that no punishment or penitence can recompense? 
The murder of the king in the act of rebellion undermines the existing legal 
power, but only at the level of reality—it is simply a part of the process of 
(social) corruption and generation which leaves intact the symbolic legality. 
If, on the contrary, after the successful overthrow of the king, we organize 
a judicial process against him, i.e., against the embodiment and ultimate 
guarantee of the legal power, we commit the absolute crime: we undermine 
the legal power, the rule of law, gua symbolic institution—which is why, as 
Kant puts it, legal execution of the king is a “suicide of the state.” Or, in 
Hegelese: this crime cannot be measured by the standards of legality any- 
more, it is not a simple external negation of legality but its “negation of 
négation”’—it undermines the very standpoint from which one can conceive 
of an act as “illegal.” As to the Kantian notion of the “suicide of the state,” 
cf. chapter 5 of Slavoj ZiZek, For They Know Not What They Do (London 
and New York: Verso Books, 1991). 


There is a piquant detail. as to the elephant man’s “true story”: when the 
historians examined the sources, they discovered that the myth of his origins 
has surprising foundations in fact: a local newspaper from his native town 
contains a small note according to which—precisely in the time of his moth- 
er’s pregnancy—during a circus parade an elephant went mad and almost 
trampled down a pregnant woman! 


As for the concept of the “voix acousmatique,” cf. Michel Chion, La Voix 
au cinema (Paris: Cahiers du Cinéma, 1982). 


The opposition of voice and gaze as objects corresponds to the antagonism 
of the life drive and the death drive: voice vivifies, whereas gaze mortifies. 
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There is, however, a third type of scream which is neither silent nor vocal, 
but vocalized with deferral. We find it, among other examples, toward the 
end of Coppola’s Godfather IIL: it is uttered by Michael Corleone (Al Pacino) 
on the staircase of Palermo’s opera, after a mafia killer shoots his beloved 
daughter: at first, the scream is silent, in complete silence we witness the 
desperate opening of his mouth; after a couple of seconds, the sound strikes 
us with all its force—what is at work here is a kind of self-reflectivity, as if 
the scream is vocalized at the very moment when the subject perceives, 
becomes aware of, its silence. As long as the scream remains silent, we float 
in a kind of “stasis” of time (in the sense this term obtained with Walter 
Benjamin), the movement is suspended, the hero’s entire life is condensed 
in three images superimposed in the timeless “now” (the murdered daughter, 
the murdered bride long years ago; the lost wife); when the scream resounds, 
Michael finds himself in the place homologous to that of Oedipus at Co- 
jonnus: by way of the scream, his “life force” evaporates, Michael is “emp- 
tied,” his symbolic destiny is fulfilled—what remains of him is an empty 
shell, a burst soap bubble, a pure leftover of the Real. It is therefore quite 
consistent that this scream is followed by a kind of reverse flashback, a jump 
into the unspecified future when Michael, a lonely old man on a garden 
chair, suddenly falls down and drops dead: this utterly void figure drained 
of life is all that remains of him after the scream ... 


Cf. Michel Chion, “Le Quatriéme Céte,” in Cahiers du Cinéma 309 (1980), 
pp. 5-7. 


Such a gigantic eye living its own life—ie., a particular organ which mys- 
teriously coincides with the entire body (organism)—is perhaps the ultimate 
psychotic object and at the same time the purest embodiment of the objet 
petit a. Therein consists the uncanny effect of Amfortas’ wound in Syber- 
berg’s Parsifal, of this bleeding piece of human flesh which is carried on a 
pillow outside Amfortas himself, as an external, autonomous, partial object. 
Roald Dahl’s story “William and Mary” relies on the same fantasy matrix: 
a terminally ill patient accepts to undergo an experimental operation—if the 
operation succeeds, his brain alone will survive, floating in a special liquid 
and connected with the outside world through one eye ... 


What constitutes “reality” is therefore precisely the extraction of this stain 
of the real which covers up the void of the infinite axis of perspective. This 
(Lacan’s third and last) determination of psychosis supplements the pre- 
ceeding two—captivation by the image of the double, paradigm of the par- 
anoiac agency; foreclosure of the Name of the Father—and thus closes the 
series the inherent logic of which follows the triad Imaginary, Symbolic, 
Real. That is to say, each of these two subsequent determinations retroac- 
tively grounds the previous one: the subject is captivated by the image of 
its double insofar as he lacks the efficiency of the central signifier, the Name 
of the Father, which enables him to gain distance from imaginary relation- 
ship, ic., to mediate it by its symbolic context; the Name of the Father is 
ultimately nothing but a designation of the central lack around which the 
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symbolic order is structured, the lack which is opened by the extraction of 
the surplus stain from the frame of “reality.” - 

At this point, one should recall that “The Silent Scream” is also the title of 
the famous antiabortion pseudodocumentary depicting the fetus’s desperate 


"struggle for survival against the abortionist’s scissors. Munch’s Scream pro- 


vides a kind of advance answer to it: the true horror is not to be plucked 
out from the maternal womb but to be imprisoned in it. 


Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume I: An I ntroduction (New 
York: Vintage, 1980), p. 154. 


What one should do here is “allegorize” Jameson himself, ie., read his theory 
of the break between modernism and postmodernism as an allegorical in- 
dexing of his own theoretical strategy: on the one hand, his procedure re- 
mains within the modern confines of an abstract theoretical scheme (ulti- 
mately the very triad realism, modernism, postmodernism) the function of 
which is to serve as the frame and pretext for a wealth of particular obser- 
vations; on the other hand, Jameson’s “last horizon” is the postmodern 
notion of History as Real/Impossible, i.e., the implacable necessity under- 
cutting every attempt to master it, to reduce its contingency to a coherent 
symbolic narrative. 


Cf. Abraham Lincoln’s famous answer to a request for'a special favor: “As 
President, I have no eyes but constitutional eyes; I cannot see you.” 


Therein consists, according to Lacan, the dissymmetry between Oedipus 
and Jocaste: Oedipus did not know what he was doing, whereas his mother 
knew all the time who her sexual partner was—the source of her enjoyment 
was precisely Oedipus’s ignorance, The notorius thesis on the intimate link 
between feminine enjoyment and ignorance acquires thereby a new, inter- 
subjective dimension: woman enjoys insofar as her other (man) does not 
know. 


Cf. Michel Silvestre, “Le Pére, sa fonction dans la psychanalyse,” in Demain 
la psychanalyse (Paris: Navarin Editeur, 1987), pp. 84-111. 


One is tempted to propose a reading of Charles Vidor’s Gilda (1946) along 
these lines: the fundamental libidinal axis of the film is the latent homosexual 
relationship between Glenn Ford and his corrupted, obscene, paternal dou- 
ble, whereas the role of Gilda, the femme fatale, is precisely to induce him 
to renounce this “sprout of enjoyment” and assume “normal” sexual re- 
lationship. In other words, the obscene surplus that derails the “normal” 
circuit pertains to the “anal father,” not to the femme fatale who is actually 
an agent of normalization—the title of the famous song from the film should 
be “Put the Blame on the Anal Father” instead of “Put the Blame on Mame!” 
Cf. Greg Foster, “Going Straight with Gilda,” Qui Parle 2, vol. 4 (Berkeley: 
University of California, 1991). 


The father qua Thing is what is originally prohibited, i-c., the part of himself 
that the subject must renounce in order to become “himself,” to attain his 
symbolic identity. This symbolic universe is, on the other hand, “held to- 
gether” by the Name of the Father gua the agency of prohibition—the agent 
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of the symbolic prohibition is therefore precisely the object which was orig- 
inally prohibited. 

Which is why we prefer the term “anal father” to the usual “primordial 
father”: although they both designate the same entity, “anal father” points 
jin a more appropriate way toward the obscene nature of the father qua 
presymbolic “partial object.” 


As to this ambiguity of the “anal” object, see chapter 3.2 of the present 
book. 


The same reversal characterizes the popular-culture figure of the “malefac- 
tor,” from the ambiguous status of the Hitchcockian malefactor up to Darth 
Vader in the Star Wars trilogy (who, one should not forget it, also wears a 
mask concealing a distorted, amorphous face, i.e., who also plays the role 
of “anal father’’). 


It is interesting to note how Aldous Huxley (in his screenplay for William 
Wyler’s version of Pride and Prejudice) changed the figure of Lady Catherine 
de Bourgh, adding to it a kind of reflective twist: Lady de Bourgh who, in 
the novel, is mocked as thoroughly “evil” and plays the role of the “me- 
diator” enabling the final reunion of Darcy and Elizabeth quite unknowingly, 
in the film consciously assumes the role of a mischievous old woman in 
order to test Elizabeth’s love for Darcy—in short, she is a donator who 
purposely assumes the role of a malefactor. 


Yet one does not need to have recourse to cinematic fiction in order to 
epitomize this split attitude of the “postmodern” subject—it suffices to recall 
the mode of presence of the West in Baghdad during the Gulf War: on the 
one hand, Peter Arnett from CNN reporting live, reduced to a pure gaze, 
as if he did not speak from down there, ie., as if he himself were watching 
the bombing on television; on the other hand the total physical destruction 
of the country on which more bombs were dropped than on Vietnam ... 


Cf. chapter 5 of Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology. 


James G. Ballard, Crash, “Introduction to the French Edition” (London: 
Triad/Panther Books, 197 5), p. 8. This attitude finds its clearest expression 
in a series of recent films which stage the paradox of Zhuang Zi and his 
butterfly: what at first seems to be a dream (or a flashback memory), is 
retroactively shown to be “reality” itself, and vice versa, as in Adrian Lyne’s 
Jacob’s Ladder at the very end of which the perspective ofits hero, a Vietnam 
veteran persecuted by old war nightmares, is reversed: the only “present” 
is Vietnam itself, scenes from America are nothing but the hero’s deathbed 
delusions... 


Ona more general level, the very succession of three modalities in the staging 
of Wagner’s musical dramas in Bayreuth epitomizes the Jamesonian triad 
realism, modernism, postmodernism. Modernism is of course the mark of 
the so-called “neo-Bayreuth” in the early 1950s when Wieland Wagner threw 
off “realistic” swords, helms, and similar “Nordic” bric-d-brac, and imposed 
abstract ascetism: the empty stage with just some barren symbols on it, 
singers in white tunics, the interplay of light and darkness as the main 
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generator of visual dramatic tensions (the use of strong reflectors). Post- 
modernism’s main exponent was, on the other hand, Patrice Chereau in his 
legendary staging of the Ring in 1976-1980: the return to the wealth of 
“realistic” details (including live horses in the first year of Walkiire), yet 


- within the “hyperrealist” frame which suspends their “veracity” and posits 


them as moments of a nightmarish “psychic reality.” 


This background also enables us to locate the fantasy power of the image 
of a “ghost ship” roving alone in the sea like a black stain, as in Alistair 
Maclean’s adventure thriller The Wreck of Mary Deare: is not the captain 
found by the rescuers in the abandoned ship a new figuration of the Flying 
Dutchman? 


Cf. Stephen Jay Gould, ““Adam’s Navel,” in The Flamingo’s Smile (Har- 
mondsworth: Penguin Books, 1985). Incidentally, therein consisted Fried- 
rich Engels’s mistake in his Origins of the Family, State and Private Property. 
he mistook the “punalua” family (all brothers in clan A married to all sisters 
in clan B, its counterpart), an ideological “fossil” fabricated by the recent 
Indian society, for an effective past form of family. 


Georg Lukacs articulated a homologous shift apropos of Walter Scott’s Wav- 
erly: from the perspective of “civil society,” the romantic outcast is suddenly 
perceived as a common criminal. 


Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), p. 382. Let us just recall how he 
exerts his power within the Opera: he takes revenge on the new director for 
giving preference to commercial over artistic considerations, i.c., he en- 
deavors to impede the Opera’s utilitarian commercialization. 


Fredric Jameson, Signatures of the Visible (New York: Routledge, 1990), 
pp. 26-27. 


Let us just recall, from the ideological domain proper, the way Juan Péron 
“held together” the movement that bears his name: Péronism was a pro- 
foundly heterogeneous movement, there was place in it for leftist trade 
unionism as well as for aristocratic militarism; Péron functioned as a Name 
which did not reduce this heterogeneity but simply contained it as in an 
empty vessel—the unity of Péronism was rendered possible by the fact that 
all its currents recognized themselves in a common signifier. 


Cf. Ich méchte ein solcher werden wie ... Materialien zur Sprachlosigkeit 
des Kaspar Hauser, ed. Jochen Hoerisch (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 
1979). 


This inversion of the metaphor of the child and the dirty water enables us 
also to determine succinctly the opposition between Lacanian psychoanal- 
ysis and its ego-psychology version. In the latter, the aim of the analytical 
cure is to get rid of the dirty water (symptoms, pathological tics, etc., Le., 
everything that appears as a disturbance) in order to keep the child (ego) as 
unspoiled as possible, cleansed of all dark spots, whereas the aim of the 
Lacanian cure is to throw out the child (to suspend the analysand’s ego), SO 
that the analysand is confronted with his “dirty water,” with symptoms and 
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fantasies which organize his/her enjoyment. In other words, is not the strat- 
egy of the so-called “free associations” in the psychoanalytical cure precisely 
to suspend the function of the ego, so that, once its control diminishes, the 
“dirt” of the analysand’s enjoyment comes to light? 


As to this prohibition, cf. chapter 5 of Zizek, For They Know Not What 
They Do. 


Quoted from D. Ph. Verene, Hegel’s Recollection (Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 1985), pp. 7-8. 


As to this notion of the subject, cf. Joan Copjec, “The Orthopsychic Subject: 
Film Theory and the Reception of Lacan,” in October 49 (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1989), pp. 53-72. 


When the borderline theorists (Otto Kernberg et al) deplore the notorious 
“feeling of emptiness” as the major complaint of today’s patients, a Lacanian 
should therefore recognize in this “emptiness” another name for the subject: 
we encounter the subject at the very point at which the “self” is cleared of 
its content. 


The Master’s illusion is therefore stricto sensu “transcendental”: a Master 
is somebody who feigns to possess the unfathomable je ne sais quoi, the 
noumenal Thing beyond positive phenomenal qualities. The fundamental 
gesture of Kant’s transcendental turn is precisely to forbid to whomever to 
act in this way: the Thing remains inaccessible forever. If, as Lacan puts it, 
philosophy is the reappropriation of knowledge by the Master and as such 
a version of the discourse of the Master (cf. his Séminaire XVII: L’envers 
de la psychanalyse (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1991)), Kant’s “transcendental 
turn” cuts this link between philosophy and the discourse of the Master: 
transcendental philosophy “changes the register” to the discourse of the 
hysteric. 


5 
Why Are There Always Two Fathers? 


5.1 At The Origins Of Noir: The Humiliated Father 
The paranoiac Other 


In today’s popular culture, there are two phenomena which exert an 
everlasting power of fascination on so-called “postmodern” theory: Alfred 
Hitchcock and film noir. Yet in the two cases, the fascination works in 
a wholly different way: Hitchcock’s oeuvre unleashes a flood of interpre- 
tations, for the most part mutually exclusive (psychoanalytic, hermeneu- 
tic, deconstructivist, feminist, religious, semiotic, and so on), a wealth of 
ingenious interpretive moves which endeavor to turn into successes even 
his obvious failures,! whereas the first feature that strikes the eye apropos 
of the texts on film noir is their unusual theoretical poverty and uni- 
formity. That is to say, the bulk of what is being written on film noir 
consists of cliché-ridden variations on its visual style (the influence of 
German expressionism: the interplay of lights and shadows, the unusual 
angles, and so on); on its narrative procedures (flashback, voiceover, etc.); 
on its social background (the corruption of the American megalopolis; 
the social impact of the Second World War; the emancipation of women 

‘as the basis of the femme fatale figure which gives expression to the 
instability of the male identity); on the noir existential vision (inexorable 
fate and its paradoxical interconnection with freedom, e.g.); etc.2 The will 
to put into words the obvious fascination with film noir, to translate it 
into positive theoretical accomplishments, seems somehow inherently 
hindered, doomed to fail: as if the opposition Hitchcock/film noir repeats 
the classic Lacanian opposition of the symptom which gives rise to in- 
terpretations and the fantasy which blocks them. Instead of deploring the 
weaknesses of writings on film noir, instead of directly trying to supplant 
them with a new, better theory, our first step should therefore be a kind 


149 


150 / Why Are There Always Two Fathers? 


of “metacommentary” which elucidates the very opposition of Hitchcock 
oir. bee 
cabs oe quintessential Hitchcockian scenes is the hero’s solitude 
in the crowd”: the hero and his adversary exchange blows in full view 
of an ignorant public which does not (and should not) know = Ae 
stakes of the confrontation; both have to confine their moves to what fits 
the frame of the publicly admissible. The three versions of this scene are, 
of course, the political rally in The Thirty-Nine Steps (1934), the eae 
ball in Saboteur (1942), and the auction in North by Northwest (1959): 
in the latter, Cary Grant causes a public scandal in order to be sake 
away by the police and thus elude the grasp of Russian spies who contro 
the building; the spies can only observe the spectacle passively, since teh 
open action of theirs would alert the ignorant public. We have net ree 
gazes, three subjective positions: the actant who makes a move; his op- 
ponent against whom this move is intended, who clearly recognizes its 
meaning, yet who can only observe it helplessly; and the ignorant ar 
the public present.? The crucial feature, the structural condition, re) t is 
interplay is the benevolent ignorance of the Other. the Other epitomizes 
public opinion in its inherent innocence, ae . is due to this innocence 
three scenes function as comic interludes. 
oe us recall the final scene of Notorious (1946): Devlin elopes with 
the poisoned Alicia from Sebastian’s house in full view of the latter’s 
Nazi collaborators. What we have here is a homologous underlying struc- 
ture of the three gazes, of the three subjective positions: the ignorant 
Other is here the members of the Nazi ring who do not know that Alicia 
is an American spy and that Sebastian knows it (the reason why he is 
slowly poisoning her with his mother’s help); the actants are Devlin and 
Alicia—Devlin escorts her down the staircase, posing as her friend who 
will take her to the hospital, with Sebastian’s agreement; the helpless 
opponents are Sebastian and his mother, reduced to the role of passive 
observers—although Devlin’s act is directed against them, any public 
countermove of theirs would instantly reveal to the members of the Nazi 
gang present that Alicia is an American spy and that Sebastian knows it, 
whereby Sebastian would sign his death warrant. What makes this scene 
different from the three above-mentioned comic interludes is the char- 
acter of the third agency, the ignorant big Other, the public which wit- 
nesses the duel of the actant and his opponent: the Other loses here its 
benevolent innocence and assumes features of a threatening paranoiac 
agency. Those who range Notorious among the few Hitchcock’s films 
which display noir sensibility are therefore in the right: one of the features 
which characterize the noir universe is precisely this mutation in the 
status of the big Other. 
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This changed vision of the universe enables us to define the gap that 
separates the classical (logic-and-deduction) detective novel from the 
hard-boiled novel.* That is to say, the logic-and-deduction novel still 
relies on the consistent big Other: the moment, at the novel’s end, when 
the flow of events is integrated into the symbolic universe, narrativized, 
told in the form of a linear story (the last pages of the novel when, upon 
identifying the murderer, the detective reconstructs the true course of 
events), brings about an effect of pacification, order and consistency are 
reinstated, whereas the noir universe is characterized by a radical split, 
a kind of structural imbalance, as to the possibility of narrativization: 
the integration of the subject’s position into the field of the big Other, 
the narrativization of his fate, becomes possible only when the subject 
is in a sense already dead, although still alive, when “the game is already 
over,” in short: when the subject finds himself at the place baptized by 
Lacan “the in-between-two-deaths” (/’entre-deux-morts).5 Here, we have 
only to recall Rudolph Mate’s DOA (1949): the hero is notified by the 
doctor that he has been mortally poisoned and has only a day or two to 
live; he spends his remaining time in a frenetic search for his own mur- 
derer, i.¢., in reconstructing the story which led to his murder.* Insofar 
as the subject does not assume this stature of the “living dead,” every 
attempt at narrativization, at the integration of his fate into the symbolic 
texture, is by definition lethal: a deadly menace looms over his endeavor 
to “tell the entire story” about himself. The putting into words does not 
bring about pacification, reconciliation with one’s symbolic community 
(as in the classical detective novel), but rather gives rise to a mortal 
danger. Among the numerous cases of it, here are the four most eloquent: 

1) The Big Clock (1947, John Farrow). What confers on this story its 
noir character? Ray Milland, an investigative journalist, is hired by a 
corrupted press tycoon (Charles Laughton) to identify the unknown in- 
dividual who secretly left the house of a murdered girl the previous eve- 
ning and is thus the prime suspect; what only the journalist knows is that 
this unknown individual is none other than himself—he is thereby forced 
to set in motion the investigative machinery which, sooner or later, will 
point its finger at him. The noir flavor pertains to this position of the 
subject who can only observe helplessly how the trap set by the inves- 
tigative—i.e., discursive—machinery, nominally led by himself, tightens 
around him... 

2) Sorry, Wrong Number (1948, Anatole Litvak), is the story of an 
arrogant rich woman, tied to bed because of her paralytic legs, who ac- 
cidentally overhears a phone conversation about a planned murder; she 
sets out to investigate the affair and, after a whole day of phoning, finally 
establishes that the victim of the intended murder is herself—too late, 
since the murderer is already on the way ... The film is a textbook 
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example of the Lacanian thesis on how the subject’s truth is constituted 
by the discourse of the Other: the narratrice gradually puts all the pieces 
together and (re)constructs the events, realizing that she was unknowingly 
the central piece of an intricate plot—in short, she finds her truth outside 
herself, in the intersubjective network whose effects elude her grasp. 

3) The Window (1949, Ted Tetzlaff). This is an exemplary case of what 
Gilles Deleuze calls “le flagrant délit de légender,’”’ the story of a boy, 
inclined to inventing stories, who one night witnesses an actual murder 
taking place in the neighboring apartment. When he reports on it to his 
parents, they naturally take it for another.of his fantasies and, as a pun- 
ishment, force him to tell the neighbors what lies he was divulging about 
them; the neighbors thus learn that the boy is a dangerous witness and 
set to kill him when the parents leave him alone in the apartment for a 
weekend... 

4) Orson Welles’s Mr. Arkadin (or Confidential Report, 1955), the story 
of an immensely rich man who, feigning amnesia, hires a journalist to 
unearth details about his past. Step by step, the journalist reconstructs 
the truth, a dark story of murder, betrayal, and fraud, yet all witnesses 
of Arkadin’s past that the journalist contacted are soon afterward found 
dead. Finally, the journalist grasps the true aim of his research: Arkadin 
hired him to locate all remaining witnesses to his criminal past—by dis- 
posing of them and, in the end, of the journalist himself, his past would 
be buried forever ... The irony of it, of course, is that remembrance 
(unearthing of the truth about the past) is here directly in the service of 
oblivion—and is not this story also a succinct metaphor of a capitalism 
characterized (as one knows from Marx onward) by a structural asym- 
metry between synchrony and diachrony: it can establish itself as a syn- 
chronous totality only by effacing the traces of its traumatic diachronous 

ast? 
What do these (as well as numerous other) examples have in common? 
The intersubjective, “public” symbolic space has lost its innocence: nar- 
tativization, integration into the symbolic order, into the big Other, opens 
up a mortal threat, far from leading to any kind of reconciliation.* What 
one should bear in mind here is that this neutrality of the symbolic order 
functions as the ultimate guarantee for the so-called “‘sense of reality’ 
as soon as this neutrality is smeared, “external reality” itself loses the 
self-evident character of something present “out there” and begins to 
vacillate, ie., is experienced as delimited by an invisible frame: the par- 
anoia of the noir universe is primarily visual, based upon the suspicion 
that our vision of reality is always already distorted by some invisible 
frame behind our backs—which is why Edward Hopper should also be 
included among the noir auteurs. What we have in mind here is neither 
the fact that, prior to his fame, Hopper earned his living by drawing cover 
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designs for hard-boiled pulp novels, nor the fact that a lot of his drawings, 
above all his etchings (Night Shadows (1921), for example), contain motifs 
which evoke the noir universe (the play of shadows, strange point-of- 
view angles, lone scenes from the nocturnal megalopolis, and so on). The 
case is somewhat more refined: it concerns primarily the way the frame 
operates in his paintings (taking into account the fundamental ambiguity 
of this term in the noir universe). 

That is to say, it is as if, in his paintings, the frame “unglued,” came 
off, extended, or contracted with regard to its actual boundaries. On the 
one hand, his paintings enforce the idea of spaces and elements beyond 
the limits of the scene itself, as if envisageing a wider field than the sphere 
the picture can surround. Apropos of Hopper’s paintings, Pascal Bonitzer 
spoke about “a semblance of off-field” (“un semblant de hors-champ”): 
Hopper’s paintings function as fragments in the interplay of champ and 
hors-champ, they always refer to an external, absent supplement; as Bon- 
itzer points out, this effect of “contingent and nomadic framing” is pos- 
sible only against the background of cinema, i.e., it presents the way 
painting reflected the advent of cinema, the fact that the “moving camera” 
captures a reality which is in itself contingent and ultimately meaning- 
less.2 On the other hand, there is the opposite effect of the contracted 
frame; what we have in mind here is the fact, noted by numerous art 
historians, that Hopper’s paintings render visible the interior and the 
exterior of a building simultaneously (say, an illuminated room with a 
lonely person, seen from outside, through the window of an otherwise 
dark house)—far from being suspended, their antagonistic tension is 
thereby staged as such. Even when the “official” content of a painting is 
limited to the interior, it seems as if the depicted scene is viewed through 
an invisible window which enframes it. Suffice it to recall his Office at 
Night (1940): although the “official” point of view is internal to the il- 
luminated office (close to its ceiling), one cannot elude the effect that an 
invisible (window) frame separates us from the interior of the office (an 
effect confirmed by the sketches for this painting where the traces of a 
window frame are clearly discernible). On a thematic level, the Aors- 
champ effect manifests itself in Hopper’s two constant motifs: 

* a woman or a couple whose gaze is transfixed on some point external 
to the painting (in Hopper, the couple never looks straight into each 
other’s eyes—a kind of visual equivalent to the “modernist” couples in 
Marguerite Duras’s novels who can find love only by concentrating on 
some external task—the search for a third person, e.g.); 

* the limitation of the depicted content to a fragmentary reflection of 
an external source of light (the illuminated part of the room close to the 
open window, for example). 
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The inscription of the frame into the picture, on the other hand, makes 
itself palpable in Hopper’s obsession with the motif of the window qua 
boundary and link between the interior and the exterior. This surplus/ 
lack of the frame with regard to the actual sphere of the painting intro- 
duces an inherent instability of vision: the effect obtained is that what we 
see is always a fragment—the crucial X always eludes us, our vision is 
always “framed,” by definition, it implies a minimal “Realitdtsverlust,” 
“loss of reality.” 


“Woman as the symptom of man” revisited 


Where are we to look for the key to this shift, to this disturbance in 
the ‘“‘big Other” which causes the loss of reality? In the noir universe is 
evil not epitomized by the femme fatale who poses a threat not only to 
the hero’s moral integrity, but to his very ontological identity? Is the axis 
of the noir universe not therefore to be sought in the relationship of the 
male detective to the woman qua his symptom? 

“Woman is a symptom of man” seems to be one of the most notor- 
iously “‘antifeminist” theses of the late Lacan. There is, however, a fun- 
damental ambiguity as to how we are to read it: this ambiguity reflects 
the shift in the notion of the symptom within the Lacanian theory." If 
we conceive the symptom as it was articulated by Lacan in the 1950s— 
namely as a cyphered message—then, of course, woman-symptom appears 
as the sign, the embodiment of man’s fall, attesting to the fact that man 
“gave way as to his desire.” For Freud, the symptom is a compromise 
formation: in the symptom, the subject gets back, in the form of a cy- 
phered, unrecognized message, the truth about his desire, the truth that 
he was not able to confront, that he betrayed. So, if we read the thesis 
of “woman as a symptom of man” against this background, we inevitably 
approach the position that was most forcefully articulated by Otto Wein- 
inger, Freud’s contemporary, a notorious Viennese antifeminist and anti- 
Semite from the turn of the century, who wrote the extremely influential 
bestseller Sex and Character" and then commited suicide at the age of 
twenty-four. Weininger’s position is that, according to her very ontolog- 
ical status, woman is nothing but a materialization, an embodiment of 
man’s sin: in herself, she doesn’t exist, which is why the proper way to 
get rid of her is not to fight her actively or to destroy her—it is enough 
for man to purify his desire, to rise to pure spirituality, and, automatically, 
woman loses the ground under her feet, disintegrates. Note here Richard 
Wagner’s Parsifal, the basic reference of Weininger: when Parsifal purifies 
his desire and rejects Kundry, she loses her speech, changes into a mute 
shadow and finally drops dead—she existed only insofar as she attracted 
the male gaze. Here, it would be possible to articulate a general theory 
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of the “Wagnerian performative”: when, at the end of The Flying Dutch- 
man, the offended unknown captain publicly announces that he is the 
“flying Dutchman” wandering around oceans for centuries in search of 
a faithful wife, Senta throws herself from a cliff to her death; in Lohengrin, 
after the mysterious knight reveals his true identity in the Grail narrative 
(“... ich bin Lohengrin genannt!’’), the unfortunate Elsa collapses (“Mir 
schwankt das Boden! Luft!’’); when, at the end of Parsifal, Parsifal takes 
over the ritual function of the king and reveals the Grail, Kundry drops 
dead ... In all three cases, the performative gesture by means of which 
the here openly assumes his symbolic mandate, reveals his symbolic 
identity, proves incompatible with the very being of woman.” 

This tradition, which may appear extravagant and outdated, reemerges 
precisely in film noir where the femme fatale also changes into a formless, 
mucous slime without proper ontological consistency the moment the 
hard-boiled hero rejects her, i.e., breaks her spell upon him—witness the 
final confrontation of Sam Spade with Brigid O’Shaughnessy in Ham- 
mett’s Maltese Falcon. We have thus the male world of pure spirituality 
and undistorted communication, communication without constraint (if 
we may be permitted to use this Habermasian syntagm), the universe of 
ideal intersubjectivity, and woman is not an external, active cause which 
lures man into a fall—she is just a consequence, a result, a materialization 
of man’s fall. So, when man purifies his desire of the pathological re- 
mainders, woman disintegrates in precisely the same way a symptom 
dissolves after successful interpretation, after we have symbolized its 
repressed meaning. Does not Lacan’s other notorious thesis—the claim 
that “woman doesn’t exist”—point in the same direction? Woman doesn’t 
exist in herself, as a positive entity with full ontological consistency, but 
only as a symptom of man. Weininger was also quite outspoken about 
the desire compromised, betrayed when man falls prey to a woman: the 
death drive; after all the talk about man’s superior spirituality, inacces- 
sible to women, and so on, he proposes, in the last pages of Sex and 
Character, collective suicide as the only path of salvation for humanity. 

If, however, we conceive the symptom as it was articulated in Lacan’s 
last writings and seminars—as, for example, when he speaks about “Joyce 
the symptom”—namely as a particular signifying formation which confers 
on the subject its very ontological consistency, enabling it to structure 
its basic, constitutive relationship to enjoyment (jouissance), then the 
entire relationship is reversed: if the symptom is dissolved, the subject 
itself loses the ground under his feet, disintegrates. In this sense, “woman 
is a symptom of man” means that man himself exists only through woman 
qua his symptom. all his ontological consistency hangs on, is suspended 
from his symptom, is “externalized” in his symptom. In other words, 
man literally ex-sists: his entire being lies “out there,” in woman. Woman, 
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on the other hand, does not exist, she insists, which is why she does not 
come to be through man only—there is something in her that escapes the 
relation to man, the reference to the phallic signifier; and, as is well 
known, Lacan attempted to capture this excess by the notion of a “not- 
all” feminine jouissance. In this way, the relationship to the death drive 
is also reversed: woman, taken “in herself,” outside the relation to man, 

embodies the death drive, apprehended as a radical, most elementary 
ethical attitude of uncompromising insistence, of “not giving way as 
to...” Woman is therefore no longer conceived as fundamentally “pas- 
sive” in contrast to male activity: the act as such, in its most fundamental 
dimension, is “feminine.” Is not the act par excellence Antigone’s act, 

her act of defiance, of resistance? The suicidal dimension of this act is 
self-evident, so that when Lacan says, in another provocative statement, 

that the only act which is nota failure, the only act stricto sensu, is suicide, 

he thereby reconfirms the “feminine” nature of act as such: men are 
“active,” they take refuge in relentless activity in order to escape the 
proper dimension of the act. The retreat of man from woman (the retreat 
of the hard-boiled detective from the femme fatale in film noir, for ex- 
ample), is thus effectively a retreat from the death drive asa radical ethical 
stance: we are now at the exact opposite of Weininger’s image of woman 
as incapable of a proper ethical attitude." 


From Ned Beaumont to Philip Marlowe 


This answer, however, cannot be considered satisfactory: the femme 
fatale qua embodiment of the universe’s corruption is clearly a male 
fantasy, she materializes its inner antagonisms, which is why she cannot 
be made into the cause of the “loss of reality,” of the paranoiac mutation 
of the Other. Consequently, we have to return to our initial question: 
““What change had to befall the symbolic order, so that woman finds 
herself occupying the place of a traumatic Thing?” As we know from 
Lacanian psychoanalysis, the ultimate guarantor of the “neutral” stature 
of the symbolic Law within the subjective economy is the father qua 
symbolic function, the Name of the Father, what Lacan calls the “paternal 
metaphor”: Master Signifier, the “empty” signifier without a signified. 
The Law which is “in running order” is by definition “blind,” ignorant, 
raised above particular passions: a community is ultimately held together 
through a signifier which “means everything” insofar as it does not mean 
anything in particular and thereby enables everyone to recognize himself/ 
herself in it.'4 For that reason, our next step should be to look for eventual 
mutations in the stature of the paternal function. The proper place to 
begin is the very beginning, more precisely: the point just prior to it, the 
ultimate stage of the “prehistory” of the hard-boiled novel where things 
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are still visible which, a moment later, will become invisible—not Chan- 
dler, but Hammett. 

In the glare of Chandler’s everlasting glory, Dashiell Hammett is today 
somehow forgotten: all attempts at a revival by way of pocketbook re- 
prints of his novels, of new biographies, etc., seem doomed to fail. In 
view of this persistent failure, one is tempted to risk the hypothesis that 
its ultimate reason is not the lower quality of Hammett’s writing but a 
structural break between his and a fully established noir universe. There 
is obviously something in the inherent logic of Hammett’s work that 
resists serialization: his five novels are five hapaxes, each of them is 
unique. It did set offa series, but with other writers (Red Harvest opened 
up a series on a recluse detective who intervenes in a town devastated 
by the war of rival gangs; after cleansing the town by pitting one gang 
against another, he leaves alone as he came—a series which runs across 
genre boundaries from Akira Kurosawa’s Yojimbo to Sergio Leone’s For 
aF istful of Dollars; The Dain Curse opened up a series of detective novels 
in which the source of evil operates under the guise of obscure religious 
cults; The Maltese Falcon combined the detective novel with the formula 
of the “search for the lost treasure”; The Glass Key gave the detective 
story a flavor of “corrupted politics”; The Thin Man inscribed the de- 
tective novel into the tradition of high-circle “comedies of manners’’). 
Upon exhausting this matrix of combinations, Hammett simply ceased 
to write—a gesture almost unique in its radicality. 

For that reason, and in spite of the fact that in most of his stories and 
in two of his novels the same nameless private eye appears (“Continental 
Op”), Hammett’s narrative universe is the very opposite of Chandler’s, 
in which the private eye’s subjective point of view offers to the reader a 
recurrent point of identification. This—as well as the fact that Hammett 
sticks to the third-person narrative, whereas Chandler’s universe is un- 
thinkable without the first-person narrative—indicates clearly the locus 
of their divergence: the status of the detective. Chandler himself, on 
praising Hammett for introducing into the detective novel the reality of 
“mean streets,” qualifies his panegyric with “But all this (and Hammett 
too) is for me not quite enough”: “But down these mean streets a man 
must go who is not himself mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. 
The detective in this kind of story must be such a man. He is the hero, 
he is everything. He must be a complete man and a common man and 
yet an unusual man... .”!> In short, what Hammett’s detective lacks is 
precisely the dimension of imaginary identification, of the ideal ego, of 
an image in which the detective can “see himself as likeable to himself” 
(a bricolage of contradictory features which define the impossible ideal: 
common, yet unusual; loser, yet successful; cynic, yet believing in justice). 
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Let us take Hammoett’s masterpiece, The Glass Key: in what consists 
the difference between Ned Beaumont, its principal character, and Philip 
Marlowe? Marlowe is a cynical romantic, full of wisecracks, inviting the 
reader to identify with his subjective perspective, whereas Beaumont is 
somehow “empty,” a kind of blank page: his “inner self-experience Te- 
mains totally inaccessible. (The very style of The Glass Key is “ascetic, 
limited to a scarce designation of external objects and gestures, avoiding 
even evocative predicates.) The crucial point is, however, that this blank 
fulfills a precise and necessary function, since the novel’s central libidinal 
tension hangs on it: Ned agrees to collaborate with the gang in conflict 
with Paul Madvig, his boss and paternal figure, yet he ultimately returns 
to Paul and organizes his victory, and The Glass Key in its entirety pivots 
on the following question: when Ned consented to collaborate with the 
enemy, did he really betray Paul or was it all a kind of squared double 
cross devised to obtain the much-needed information on the enemy 
plans? Because of Ned’s “blank,” this question remains forever without 
answer, undecided. ; 

In contrast to Ned’s “introverted,” inhibited attitude, Paul Madvig 
epitomizes the obscene-licentious display of power.!° Thereby, we have 
reached the looked-for mutation in the paternal figure: instead of the 
traditional father—guarantor of the rule of Law, i.e., the father who exerts 
his power as fundamentally absent, whose fundamental feature is not an 
open display of power but the threat of potential power—we obtain an 
excessively present father who, as such, cannot be reduced to the bearer 
of a symbolic function. Ned’s “blank,” his inhibitory attitude, is therefore 
stricto sensu a reaction to the excessive presence of the obscene father: 
this presence sets off a compulsion to forsake, even betray, the father, to 
turn against him by putting to trial his power. The betrayal of the father 
is a desperate attempt to test his (im)potence, sustained by a contradictory 
desire: a desire to catch him in his impotence, to denounce his imposture, 
yet simultaneously a desire to see him undergo successfully the ordeal 
and thus belie our doubt.!” 

This figure of the “other father”—the obscene, uncanny, shadowy dou- 
ble of the Name of the Father—emerged for the first time in all its force 
in the novels of Joseph Conrad; what we have in mind here, of course, 
are figures like Kurtz in Heart of Darkness or Mister Brown in Lord Jim. 
In the midst of the African jungle, in the very “heart of darkness,” the 
hero—whose name is again Marlow, yet without the last e~encounters 
Kurtz, a kind of “master of enjoyment,” a paternal figure which comes 
closest to the impossible representation of what Kant called “radical evil,” 
evilness qua ethical attitude, gua pure spirituality. This father is distin- 
guished by a series of features: he is all-powerful and cruel to the utmost, 
an absolute Master for whom there are no limits; yet, simultaneously, he 
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possesses an insight into the very kernel of our (subject’s) being, our 
desire has no secret for him, he knows we are here to kill him and is 
resigned to it (in Coppola’s Apocalypse Now, based upon The Heart of 
Darkness, Kurtz (Brando) knows that Martin Sheen has come to kill him 
and, in effect, comes forward, submits himself to his fate). Perhaps, the 
contemporaneousness of these Conrad’s works with the moment when, 
in Totem and Taboo, Freud proposed his theory on the “primordial 
father,” is not a mere external coincidence: one is tempted to say that 
Conrad depicted what remained hidden to Freud (insofar as we read him 
on the level of what he explicitly said, at least)—the fact, namely, that 
the “primordial father” is not a primitive figure of pure, presymbolic, 

brute force, but a father who knows. The ultimate secret of the parricide 
is that the father knows the son has come to kill him and accepts his 
death obediently. In his interpretation of Hamlet, Lacan pointed out the 

crucial fact that, in contrast to Oedipus (who does not know what he is 

doing), Hamlet’s father knows what befell him and who is the murderer— 

it is precisely on account of this knowledge that the father returns in the 

guise of a ghost and charges Hamlet with revenge. This knowledge con- 

cerns a dark, licentious side of the father-king who is otherwise presented 

as an ideal figure: he was murdered in full blossom of his sins ... It is 

therefore a very special kind of knowledge, a knowledge of enjoyment, 

ie., the knowledge which is by definition excluded from the Law in its 

universal-neutral guise: it pertains to the very stature of Law that it is 

“blind” to this knowledge. 

Now we can return to Wagner’s Parsifal: here, also, the libidinal “center 
of gravity” of the action, its true axis, is not Parsifal-Kundry, but rather 
the relationship of Parsifal to Amfortas, the king unable to perform his 
symbolic-ritual function—he was wounded in the midst of sin and only 
wants to die (the two Amfortas “laments” are indubitably the opera’s 
highlights). Amfortas, the humiliated, suffering king, and his countera- 
gent, the evil magician Klingsor, himself impotent (castrated), though he 
dominates Kundry—does not their opposition form a matrix of figures 
which emerge later in the noir universe (Masters who are humiliated 
because of their attachment to the femme fatale; asexual-impotent mas- 
ters who exert power over the femme fatale)? In other words, the allegedly 
archaic figure of the “primordial father” is actually a thoroughly modern 
entity, a result of the decline of the paternal metaphor." 

In the very last page of his Seminar XT, Lacan says that “any shelter 
in which may be established a viable, temperate relation of one sex to 
the other necessitates the intervention—this is what psycho-analysis 
teaches us—of that medium known as the paternal metaphor.”’!? This is 
what is ultimately at stake in the noir universe: the failure of the paternal 
metaphor (i.e., the emergence of the obscene father who supplants the 
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father living up to his symbolic function) renders ena a ax 
temperate relation with a woman; as a result, woman finds ee: pe 
cupying the impossible place of the traumatic Thing. The femme ae 
is nothing but a lure whose fascinating presence masks the true traum He 
axis of the noir universe, the relationship to the obscene father, : 
default of the paternal metaphor—all the usual babble about ee 
homosexuality” misses completely the primordial dimension of this 
4 rt (20 
Pe cal point not to be missed here is that the femme Jatale e 
the obscene-knowing father cannot appear simultaneously, ase) the 
same narrative space: as long as the obscene-knowing father is stil oa 
sent, the woman is not yet fatal, she remains an object of ata 7 
tween father and son—father qua “Master of Enjoyment disposes ie ; e 
woman. The Glass Key is unique insofar as it renders visible this hidden 
“genesis” of the femme fatale. That is to say, the femme fatale oa 
Henry, the senator’s daughter, a woman torn between Paul and Ned, 
loved by both men) is already there, yet in a kind of prenatal state, as 
that which will become the femme fataletike the hard-boiled detective 
himself who is also already there, yet lacking “it,” his crucial feature, the 
form of subjectivization that defines him.?! The last lines of Glass met 
after Ned announces to Paul his intention of leaving him together wit 
Janet, are therefore a true antipode to the standard ending of a hard- 
boiled novel: in contrast to the standard dénouement of the hero Ss re- 
lationship to the femme fatale (either his definitive succumbing to her 
power which ends in a paroxysm of their common death—Double In- 
demnity, Out of the Past, etc.—or his repudiation of her which changes 
her into a mucous slime—The Maltese Falcon, e.g.), the (future) femme 
fatale serves here as an instrument to deal the final blow to the paternal 
figure, turning him into a living wreck: 


Ned Beaumont said: “Janet is going away with me.” 

Madvig’s lips parted. He looked dumbly at Ned Beaumont 
and as he looked the blood went out of his face again. When 
his face was quite bloodless he mumbled something of which 
only the word “luck” could be understood, turned clumsily 
around, went to the door, opened it, and went out, leaving it 
open behind him. ; 

"aie Henry looked at Ned Beaumont. He stared fixedly at 
the door.?? 


is i t of what, “officially” 
This interplay of gazes whereby—at the very momen 5 
at least, purports to be a kind of happy ending—Ned does not return the 
loving gaze, since his gaze remains transfixed on the empty frame of the 
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open door, throws the cards of the happy ending on the table:”3 the couple 
will “live happily forever,” yet at the price of the broken, humiliated, 
removed father—all that remains after him is the empty frame, the trace 
of the retracted objet a which, by means of its withdrawal, renders possible 
the stabilization of reality. The Price to be paid for the happy ending is 
thus the radical violation of the symbolic alliance which leaves the Other 
shattered and for which “betrayal” is all too kind a word. This broken 
word is the hidden truth concealed by the traditional hard-boiled detec- 
tive’s narcissistic claim for “authenticity.” All this suggests the hypothesis 
that the Hammettian type of hero (whose clearest expression is Ned 
Beaumont, not Sam Spade or the nameless Continental Op) functions as 
a kind of “vanishing mediator” between the classical and the hard-boiled 
detective: what emerges for a brief moment in the interspace between the 
two narcissisms, between the two figures enamored of their own ideal 
ego (self-admiration of one’s own “grey little cells” with the “logic-and- 
deduction” detective; self-admiration of one’s “authenticity” with the 
hard-boiled detective), is a unique figure, “empty” insofar as it lacks 


imaginary identification—the figure of the noir subject prior to his sub- 
jectivization. 


From Philip Marlowe to Dale Cooper 


The “blank,” the staying out of imaginary identification, is constitutive 
for the Hammettian subject: he is able to confront his “repressed,” to 
overcome his indecision and to accomplish the act destined to elucidate 
his ambiguous relationship with the obscene paternal figure, only at the 
price of his aphanisis (eclipse, blackout). This accounts for one of the 
fundamental motifs of the noir universe, the “loss of memory” which 
threatens the subject’s self-identity: there is always a margin of uncer- 
tainty that sticks to the very ontological status of the noir subject—is he 
“truly himself’? Is he not the unconscious tool of an alien force which 
acts through him? An exemplary case of it is Cornell Woolrich’s Black 
Curtain: following a minor street accident, the hero awakens from (what 
he assumes to have been) a brief spell of unconsciousness and learns that 
four years have passed; he is totally unaware of what he was doing during 
this time, yet he soon catches sight of policemen in civil clothes tailing 
him—he is suspected of murder; so he sets out to discover the truth about 
himself . . . There is a similar blackout in the very center of Red Harvest, 
Hammett’s first novel: a dead-drunk Continental Op falls asleep in the 
apartment of the local femme fatale, on awakening, he finds her at his 
side with a knife in her back, and for a brief moment, a radical uncertainty 
springs up—did he himself kill her during his blackout? What, then, is 
the precise nature of this aphanisis? Here, Richard Rorty’s reading of 
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Orwell’s 1984 can perhaps be of some help: apropos of Winston’s break- 
down in the hands of O’Brien, his torturer, Rorty points out that people 


can experience 


the ultimate humiliation of saying to themselves, in retrospect, 
“Now that I have believed or desired this, I can never be what 
I hoped to be, what I thought I was. The story I have been telling 
myself about myself. . . no longer makes sense. Ino longer have 
a self to make sense of. There is no world in which I can picture 
myself as living, because there is no vocabulary in which I can 
tell a coherent story about myself.” For Winston, the sentence 
he could not utter sincerely and still be able to put himself back 
together was “Do it to Julia!” and the worst thing in the world 
happened to be rats. But presumably each of us stands in the 
same relations to some sentence, and to some thing.” 


One of the fundamental propositions of Lacanian psychoanalysis is that 
this sentence or thing which encapsulates the kernel of the subject’s being 
beyond imaginary identifications, is in an irreducible way decentered with 
regard to the symbolic texture which defines the subject's identity: the 
subject can confront this extimate kernel only at the price of his temporary 
aphanisis. This is what Lacan’s formula of fantasy—$ © a—designates: 
the subject’s self-erasure in the face of this strange body (belief, desire, 
proposition) which forms the core of his/her being. In other words, aphan- 
isis bears witness to the irreducible discord between the fantasmatic hard 
core and the texture of symbolic narrative: when I risk confrontation with 
this hard core, “the story I have been telling myself about myself no 
longer makes sense,” “I no longer have a self to make sense of,” Or, as 
Lacan puts it in his Seminar VIII, the big Other (the symbolic order) 
collapses into the small other, objet petit a, the fantasy object. The ex- 
traction of objet a from the field of reality confers on this field its con- 
sistency: in aphanisis, the objet a is no longer extracted, it acquires full 
presence—in consequence of this, the symbolic texture which constituted 
my reality disintegrates. a 
Alan Parker’s Angel Heart, centered upon this motif of aphanisis, is 
perhaps the key film of the postmodern noir renaissance in the 1980s. 
Its hero is also a pathologically split subject, a private eye (Mickey 
Rourke) hired by the mysterious Louis Cipher (Robert de Niro) to elu- 
cidate the fate of a jazz musician who disappeared years ago; all witnesses 
contacted by the detective are soon thereafter mysteriously and brutally 
murdered—the dénouement: Louis Cipher is actually the devil himself 
(Lucifer) who has hired the detective to “expose himself,” since, years 
ago, the detective exchanged his identity for that of the jazz musician In 
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an occult ritual and then disposed of the witnesses in a state of aphanisis 
... The theme of occult rituals which play with supernatural forces is of 
course a constant of the noir universe (first introduced by Hammett in 
The Dain Curse), however, with rare exceptions (among them Cornell 
Woolrich’s The Night Has a Thousand Eyes), the supernatural reference 
turns out to be a mask concealing some mundane greedy plot. Angel 
Heart reverses this relationship: what at first purports to be the standard 
noir probing into a nest of corruption whose roots reach far into the past, 
suddenly mutates into a tale of the supernatural. The same mutation of 
the theme of “social corruption” into the “supernatural” is at work in 
Twin Peaks: in spite of periodic “supernatural” hints (whose exact status 
is unclear: are they ironic or to be taken seriously?), the first half of the 
series remains a variation (albeit a peculiar one) on the standard xoir 
theme of unmasking the corruption that lurks behind the small-town 
idyllic surface; in the second half, it turns out that the murderer of Laura 
Palmer (her father) was an unconscious tool of “Bob,” the evil spirit 
which dwells in “Red Lodge.”6 

One should recall here the reproach of Jean Renault, the ultimate em- 
bodiment of “mundane” evil, to Dale Cooper: “Before you arrived, life 
in Twin Peaks went on quietly and smoothly, we were selling drugs, we 
organized prostitution, everybody was content—once you were here, 
everything went wrong, the normal run of things was derailed ...” In 
short, in Twin Peaks, the logic of unveiling the corruption which lurks 
under the idyllic surface no longer works, since corruption is already part 
of this idyllic everyday life. The only thing that can effectively derange 
the normal circuit is therefore an intervention of pure, saintly innocence 
(Cooper) whose counterpoint cannot any longer be mundane, social evil, 
but externalized “supernatural” evil. For that reason, the “human” coun- 
teragent to Cooper in the second half of the series, his ex-colleague Wyn- 
dom Earle, can only be somebody in search of a contact with the source 
of this supernatural evil (the “Red Lodge’’), and who, furthermore, ac- 
complishes his crimes in an artificial, estheticist way (e.g., clad in chess 
symbols)—in pure contrast with the brutal, impulsive violence of the 
hard-boiled novels. The circle is thus in a way closed—that is to say, we 
all remember Chandler’s famous words by means of which he defined 
the way Hammett pulverized the universe of the classical logic-and-de- 
duction novel: “Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that 
commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse; and with the means 
at hand, not with handwrought duelling pistols, curare, and tropical 
fish.”27 In Twin Peaks, Lynch traversed the same path backward: he took 
murder back from the streets and returned it to the kind of people who 
do not commit it for (vulgar-acquisitive) reasons, but precisely to provide 
a corpse in an estheticist game; who do not commit it with the means 
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at hand, but with ancient crossbows and venomous spiders in a cage 
above the victim’s head... 

In order to conceive the logic of this shift, one has to turn to Kant’s 
Critique of Judgment, more precisely, to the difference between the beau- 
tiful and the sublime deployed in its first part. What concerns us here is 
their opposition as to the possibility of representation and/or symboli- 
zation: although the suprasensible Idea/Thing cannot be represented in 
a direct, immediate way, one can represent the Idea “‘symbolically,” in 
the guise of beauty (in other words, the beautiful is a way to represent 
to ourselves “‘analogically” the good in the phenomenal world); what the 
chaotic shapelessness of sublime phenomena renders visible, on the con- 
trary, is the very impossibility of representing the suprasensible Idea/ 
Thing. The sublime thereby reveals itself as something uncannily close 
to evil: the dimension that announces itself in the sublime chaos (the 
rough sea, mountain rocks, and so forth) is the very dimension of radical 
evil, i.e., of an evil whose nature is purely “spiritual,” suprasensible, not 
“pathological.” What one should bear in mind here is the. asymmetry 
between good and evil: the fact that “evil is not beautiful” means that 
it cannot be represented, not even symbolically, in an intermediate way, 
by means of an analogy, i.e., that it is in a sense more purely “spiritual,” 
more suprasensible than good—radical evil is something so terrible that 
it is barely conceivable as a pure mental possibility and not in any way 
representable: 


... by means of the sentiment of beauty, we can represent to 
ourselves in an intermediate, symbolic way our freedom, our 
destiny which consists in our being free, whereas by means of 
the sentiment of the sublime, we experience the impossibility 
of representing to ourselves—although analogically—radical evil, 
the alterity and the conflict of freedom. Every symbolization of 
evil externalizes it in its relationship to the subject, while every 
sublimation of the good exposes us to the danger of mysticism, 
to the illusion of omnipotence which, in the practical domain, 
is called the delirium of holiness.?8 


Is not precisely this inversion of the symbolization of good and the sub- 
limation of evil into the symbolization of evil and the sublimation of 
good which defines the ideological coordinates of the universe of Twin 
Peaks? In it, evil is externalized—it appears as a supernatural, external 
force which takes possession of the individuals—and, by the same token, 
symbolized, i.c., posited as an invisible entity which can be represented 
“analogically,” in the guise of the possessed individuals. The reverse of 
the same operation is the sublimation of the good: the good is epitomized 


Why Are There Always Two Fathers? / 165 


by the saintly Cooper, a mystical dream seer full of what Kant would 
call metaphysical Schwdrmereien. In this sense, the figure of Dale Cooper 
is to be conceived as the final term in the series Ned Beaumont, Philip 
Marlowe, Dale Cooper which designates the three stages of the noir hero: 
the cold, distanced Ned, the romantic, cynical Philip, the “innocent,” 
saintly Dale, to whom correspond the three figures of evil: the obscene- 
impotent father, the femme fatale, the supernatural/externalized imper- 
sonal Force. 


5.2 Die Versagung 
The “sacrifice of the sacrifice” 


How is our common ideological notion of man’s division between 
profession and woman structured? An exemplary case of it is Rhapsody 
(1954, Charles Vidor), a melodrama about a rich girl (Elizabeth Taylor) 
who oscillates between her two loves, an arrogant violinist and an emo- 
tional pianist. She leaves the violinist when he lets her know that his 
career as a virtuoso has priority in his life and that she has to subordinate 
herself to its demands; she disdains the pianist whom she marries out of 
revenge and drives him to the brink of a breakdown precisely because 
he neglects his career on account of his blind devotion to her—she returns 
to him only after he stands the ordeal by proving that he is capable of 
surviving without her (he performs successfully on his debut although, 
immediately before it, she let him know she is leaving him for good). 
This is, then, what “ta woman wants” (within this fantasy logic): neither 
a man to whom his profession means more than she, nor a man who 
neglects his profession because of her, but a man to whom she means 
most, more than his profession, yet who, for all that, is prepared to 
sacrifice her on account of allegiance to his profession.29 

The point not to be missed here, again, is the necessity of the repeated 
choice. The pianist’s first choice (of a woman against his career) is “path- 
ological” in the Kantian sense: a choice between two worldly, contingent, 
empirical goods (and the same goes for the violinist’s choice of career 
against woman). It is only when the pianist chooses for the second time— 
i.e., when he chooses to endure the ordeal, to assume the loss of the 
woman—that his object choice, the woman, loses her “pathological” char- 
acter and becomes a sublime Thing. At the same time, his profession also 
acquires a non-“pathological” status: performing becomes for him a “duty 
for the sake of a duty” precisely insofar as it is separated from the Thing, 
insofar as it implies the integration of its loss. Cheaply melodramatic as 
it may seem, such an act of renunciation is eminently modern: it implies 
a split—the split between duty (responsibility to one’s profession) and the 
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supreme good (the beloved woman)—which defines the modern subject. 
That is to say, the renunciation assumed by the pianist has the structure 
of what Freud called die Versagung, as Lacan points out, this Versagung 
is not a simple “frustration” but an abjuration which announces a tragic 
dimension even more devastating than the antique ate. 

The antique tragedy occurs against the background of fate in the guise 
of “family curse,” i-e., a symbolic debt which, following an initial trespass, 
is carried over from one generation to another: Oedipus, Eteocles and 
Polynices, Antigone, etc., are nothing but links in the chain of the Labdaid 
family curse. This fate operates unconsciously, as a blind, “impulsive” 
force: individuals fly in the face of fate precisely insofar as it operates 
behind their backs—the only way for them to preserve their dignity is to 
assume unreservedly their assigned place in this succession. What we 
encounter here is the fundamental dimension of the subject’s “alienation” 
in the signifier: without any active guilt or knowledge on his part, the 
subject contracts a debt which weighs down on him and outlines his fate. 
Is there anything more horrifying than this? Lacan’s answer is: yes, the 
tragedy of the modern, “new-age” subject. Its presupposition is the Chris- 
tian principle of the Word: the final outcome of its consummation is that 
the obscure, “underground,” blind machinery of antique fate is ex- 
pounded, unearthed, brought into the light of day. 

What Lacan has in mind here is that Christianity is the religion of 
revelation. As Hegel points out, in the content revealed by Christ we 
look in vain for any new elements, for any elements not already contained 
in the preceding religious tradition—the only thing “revealed” is ulti- 
mately the necessity of revelation itself. Every religion purports to reveal 
to humanity the divine truth; yet it is only Christianity which repudiates 
the idea of some transcendent truth to be revealed—in it, the revealed 
truth coincides with the act of revelation. Ironically, one is tempted to 

conceive the Christian revelation as the first formulation of the Freudian 
maxim Wo es war, soll ich werden—where it was (the God-Father who 
still belongs to the Real), I (Christ) shall become ... In a way, God will 
have been: he must reveal himself in order to become God. In other 
words, the inversion of Christianity with regard to Judaism consists in 
the “reflection into itself’ of the split between God and man: this split 
is reflected into God himself as his own lack. A God which appears to 
humans as an inaccessible, transcendent Master, as an impenetrable 
enigma, is in himself a failed God, an enigma also to himself. 

For that reason, Christ’s death on the cross has quite another signifi- 
cance than the divine self-sacrifice in pagan religions where God’s death 
designates a stage in the cyclic movement of divine expiration and rebirth. 
If this were also the case in Christianity, the role of the Holy Spirit would 
become totally incomprehensible: Christ’s death would simply announce 
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the insufficient, transitory, ephemeral character of the Incarnation, one 
would remain within the confines of the pagan notion of a God who 
from time to time, incarnates himself and then strips off his incarnation: 
withdrawing again to his Beyond. In the case of Christianity however, 
the death of Christ does not announce the return to the Father but the 
arrival of the Holy Spirit: God continues to live eternally after his death 
in the community of believers, in its symbolic ritual. Hegel is thus quite 
justified in saying that, paradoxically, what expires on the cross is not an 
ephemeral, transitory incarnation of God but the God of Beyond himself, 
Le., the notion of God qua inaccessible, transcendent, nonrevealed en- 
tity—in other words, the God which belongs to the Real, the antique God 
In Christianity, God ceases to be a transcendent entity who incarnates 
himself ina finite human figure, he becomes a name for this very move- 
ment of incarnation/revelation: his existence is purely “performative,” 
an effect of his own relevation in the Word. 
In this way, ie., Once fate is transformed into a revealed Word, the 
possibility is opened up for the subject to acquire a “reflected” distance 
from fate, to refuse to assume the place assigned to him in the texture 
of fate. And, according to Lacan, this is what the Freudian Versagung 
ultimately is about: by means of it, we renounce the very symbolic man- 
date for the sake of which we were prepared to put everything at stake 
Therein consists the constitutive, fundamental guilt attested to by the 
neurotic symptoms which pertain to the very being of what we call “the 
modern man”: the fact that, ultimately, there is no agency in the eyes of 
which he can be guilty weighs upon him as a redoubled guilt. The “death 
of God”—another name for this retreat of fate—makes our guilt absolute 
What Lacan says here seems a philosophical commonplace: by means 
of the reflective distance toward the substantial content, the modern sub- 
ject disengages himself from the constraints of fate; in contrast to the 
traditional individual wholly determined by the blind circuit of fate, he 
reflects, brings into the light of day, the implicit presuppositions that 
delineate the contours of his life behind his back~a motif varied by all 
Proponents of modernity up to Habermas. This self-evidence, however. 
is deeply misleading: what Lacan renders visible is a radical redoubled: 
self-referring renunciation by means of which the dimension of subjec- 
tivity emerges. The first level is the symbolic pact: the subject identifies 
the kernel of his being with a symbolic feature to which he is prepared 
to subordinate his entire life, for the sake of which he is prepared to 
sacrifice everything—in short, the alienation in the symbolic mandate 
The second level consists in sacrificing this sacrifice itself: in a most 
radical sense, we “break the word,” we renounce the symbolic alliance 
which defines the very kernel of our being—the abyss, the void in which 
we find ourselves thereby, is what we call “modern-age subjectivity.” 
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This void opens up only insofar as, prior to it, we subordinated the entire 
wealth of our being to the symbolic obligation affected by Versagung— 
in other words, our “betrayal” counts only insofar as we renounce the 
object of our highest love and devotion; otherwise our act of betrayal is 
not the “sacrifice of the sacrifice,” but simply reinstates the primacy of 
“pathological” pleasures which we were not prepared to renounce, i.e., 
to sacrifice for the sake of the symbolic obligation. It is not difficult to 
discern in these two stages of renunication the duality of alienation and 
separation that Lacan elaborated later in his Seminar XT: the sacrifice of 
all “pathological” content for the Cause is the alienation in the signifier 
(in the symbolic mandate), whereas the sacrifice of this mandate itself 
involves a gesture of separation, of gaining a distance from the symbolic 
order. 

The ultimate example of this sacrifice, of course, is the Stalinist monster 
trials (a phenomenon contemporary to the rise of the hard-boiled novel): 
the accused finds himself in an absolute void insofar as he is compelled 
to authenticate his devotion to the communist cause by confessing his 
betrayal. In this sense, one could say that the accused who confesses his 
betrayal of the communist cause is the Cartesian subject at its purest: at 
the end of the age of modernity, its truth comes to light, reduced to its 
bare essential. That is to say, Lacan’s thesis is here very precise: the 
Cartesian subject, this substanceless void of the pure cogito, constitutes 
himself by way of such a dreadful “betrayal.” It is the paternal metaphor, 
the Name of the Father, which determines the place of the subject within 
the symbolic network; consequently, the most elementary form of Ver- 
Sagung is the “betrayal of the father”: withdrawal from the symbolic pact, 
from the most fundamental alliance that links us with the father’s Name. 
The subject of psychoanalysis, as Lacan puts it, is the Cartesian subject. 

This is, then, how we are to interpret Ned’s “blank” in The Glass Key: 
in Seminar VHT,» Lacan himself conceives the subject-son’s Versagung 
as the structural incidence of the emergence of the obscene-knowing fa- 
ther. And the shift from the Hammettian to the Chandlerian subject 
marks precisely the moment of subjectivization of this “blank” subject 
of renunciation: certainly, Philip Marlowe is also characterized by a fun- 
damental renunciation (he can fulfill his ethical mission only in the guise 
of a “loser,” ie., in his corrupted environs, he can only be successful 
insofar as he remains socially unrecognized), yet this renunciation func- 
tions as a source of narcissistic satisfaction, as a sign of his “authenticity.” 
The crucial point here, however, is that this shift from the “blank” subject 
to his subjectivization, to the imaginary identification which fills out the 
void of the Hammettian subject, is strictly correlative to the shift in the 
libidinal center of gravity from the obscene father to the femme fatale. 
The word fatale is to be taken here as literally as possible—we are again 


Why Are There Always Two Fathers? / 169 


within the confines of destiny, of fate, from which the Hammettian hero 
disengaged himself. In the classical hard-boiled novel and film noir, the 
femme fatale is an agent of (evil) fate: the moment she appears (and these 
moments of her first appearance are perhaps the most sublime in fi/m 
noir: the entry of Barbara Stanwyck in Double Indemnity, of Jane Greer 
in Out of the Past, of Lana Turner in The Postman Always Rings Twice, 
of Yvonne de Carlo in Criss-Cross ...), the hero’s fate is sealed, events 
take their inexorable course. Asa rule, the “blackness,” the “noir” char- 
acter of the noir universe, is affiliated to this inexorable fate epitomized 
by the woman-Thing: in her face, the hero can read the foreboding of his 
future doom. Our thesis, however; is here the exact opposite: the lowest 
ebb, the point of true horror, is the moment of Versagung when the 
subject finds himself face to face with the groundless abyss of his lack of 
being. With regard to this moment, the entry of the femme fatale already 
brings a kind of relief, we can take refuge again within “narrative closure”: 
the subject eludes anew the confrontation with his lack of being. In this 
sense, Lacan’s thesis on woman as “one of the Names of the Father” 
fully applies to the fernme fatale in the noir universe: the function she 
performs is exactly homologous to that of the Name of the Father, i.c., 
she renders it possible for the subject to locate himself again within the 
texture of symbolic fate. 


Die Versagung, castration, alienation 


It is against the background of this notion of Versagung that one has 
to conceive also the Verzicht from the famous verses of Georg Trakl: “So 
lern’ich traurig den Verzicht: Kein Ding sei wo das Wort gebricht” (So 
sadly I learned renunciation: Where the word breaks up no thing can be) 
interpreted by Heidegger in Unterwegs zur Sprache! We can distinguish 
three levels, three ways to read them. The first is to conceive of them as 
a paraphrase of the fundamental thesis of Gadamer’s hermeneutics: being 
“is” only as understood, articulated in language; i.e., language forms the 
(historically mediated) transcendental horizon of the disclosure of being. 
However, as was pointed out by Gianni Vattimo”, what we get in Gad- 
amer is an “urbanized” (domesticated, “gentrified”) Heidegger, a Hei- 
degger purified of disagreeable excesses which do not enter the frame of 
the academic circuit: he passes over in silence those features of Heideg- 
ger’s thought which, although they may appear to belong to the mythol- 
ogical register of “blood and soil,” actually announce the dimension of 
the real, of what cannot be reduced to the problematic of language qua 
transcendental horizon (das Ding, the opposition of sky and earth, etc.). 
It is precisely in this direction that Heidegger’s reading of Trakl’s verses 
points: true, things are only where there is a word, yet what really matters 
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to Heidegger is the reverse of this thesis—the spoken word always revolves 
on the unspeakable, the ineffable kernel of the Thing which we experience 
as such when the word fails, when we confront silence. At the very point 
at which the word breaks up, at which there are no things (ontical objects), 
we encounter the Thing, the true “matter of thought” (Sache des Den- 
Kens). 

There is, however, a third reading which, following Heidegger’s steps, 
centers on the difference between a Thing and things qua inner-worldly, 
ontical objects. An ontical object is not the same as a Thing: a Thing is 
an “auratic” object, an object in which there is “something more than 
itself’ (for that reason, man is a thing par excellence). This “something 
more,” this sublime, indefinable X which cannot be located in any of the 
positive features of the object, yet the presence of which makes a Thing 
out of the object, is engendered by the word which names the object. In 
this precise sense, word is a Vorstellungs-Reprdsentanz, a placeholder for 
the (lacking) representation, i.e., for the representation of that which is 
“unrepresentable” in the object and which, as such, makes a Thing out 
of it. This is how what Heidegger calls “word” differs from a mere sign: 
a Sign designates positive properties of the object, whereas a word cap- 
tures, encircles, precisely the elusive je ne sais quoi beyond positive prop- 
erties. In this perspective, “Where the word breaks up no thing can be” 
means: it is only the word which opens up the sublime, “ineffable” di- 
mension and thus makes a Thing out of an object. Bearing in mind 
Lacan’s definition of the Sublime as “an object elevated to the dignity 
of the Thing,” one is tempted to propose the following translation of 
Trakl’s verse in Lacanese: where the place-holder of the (missing) repre- 
sentation fails to intervene, no object can be elevated to the dignity of the 
Thing. 

And where, precisely, is Verzicht, renunciation, here? In the fact that 

.the Thing remains forever unrepresentable: the je ne sais quoi which 
makes all the difference between the sublime and the ordinary can never 
be represented, every object is split into an ordinary ontical entity and 
the sublime X. The usual psychoanalytical name for this Versagung, for 
the loss of the Thing, of course, is “symbolic castration.” Yet in order 
to avoid the misapprehensions which abound even with authors who 
proclaim themselves Lacanian, it is crucial to bear in mind the above- 
described “self-reflective” structure of the renunciation: “castration” is 
always a “renunciation of renunciation,” i.e., a reflection into itself of a 
renunciation, never a simple renunciation of something. The most suc- 
cinct definition of castration is found in Lacan’s Seminar on Transference, 
toward the end of his interpretation of Paul Claudel’s Coufontaine trilogy: 
“castration is ultimately structured like this—we take away from some- 
body his desire, and in exchange for it we hand him over to somebody 
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else—in this case, to the social order.’”33 A couple of lines later, there is 
another formulation: “we deprive the subject of his desire, and in ex- 
change for it we send him to the market where he becomes the object of 
general auction.””*4 At the bottom of the same page, the third and more 
general formulation: ““The effects on a human being of the fact that he 
becomes a subject of law are, in short, that he is deprived of what matters 
to him most, and in exchange for it, he is himself delivered to the texture 
which is woven between generations.’25 

The first thing which strikes the eye here is the asymmetry, ie., as 
Lacan puts it, the “strange conjugation of a minus which is not redoubled 
by any plus.’6 That is to say, insofar as “castration” is defined as an act 
of exchange, one would expect the subject to obtain something in ex- 
change for the renunciation (cultural progress, symbolic recognition, ma- 
terial goods, or the like); yet all that the second part of this strange act 
of exchange brings about is an additional loss—in thanks for handing over 
“everything,” for sacrificing the very kernel of his being, the object in 
himself, i.e., that which is “in himself more than himself,” the subject 
himself is made into an object, becomes an object of exchange. Such a 
formulation as qualifies the sacrificed object as objet petit a, the object 
in the subject, the hidden treasure, aga/ma, which confers dignity upon 
the subject, makes somewhat clearer the sense in which castration, after 
all, is an act of exchange: the exchange of an object for another—in ex- 
change for the lost object-cause of desire, the subject himself becomes 
object. 

We can see, now, why castration is symbolic: by means of it, the subject 
exchanges his being (an object) for a place in the symbolic exchange, for 
a signifier which represents him. Conceived in this way, castration is 
strictly homologous to alienation—not only in the Lacanian sense of al- 
ienation in the signifier’s order, but also in the Marxian sense of alienation 
which pertains to the status of a proletarian. A proletarian is deprived 
of the very kernel of his being, of his productivity, of the surplus value 
brought about by it (Lacan modeled the term plus de jouir, surplus en- 
joyment, after the Marxian surplus value), and in exchange for it he gets 
what? He is himself reduced to labor force, an exchangeable object-com- 
modity that can be bought on the market. To a connoisseur of structur- 
alism, it is not difficult to discover the homology between this paradox 
of “castration” and the elementary formula of the transformation of 
myths proposed by Claude Lévi-Strauss:38 the two subjects/agents not 
only exchange an object, one of them is himself exchanged, i.e., he passes 
from the status of subject to that of object. In the act of “castration,” the 
subject donates all to the Other, and in exchange for it he is himself 
exchanged/donated: as if, in Hegelese, exchange, by a kind of “reflection 
into itself,” would render exchangeable the very subject of exchange. This 
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is what we encounter in the case of the proletarian: the proletarian des- 
ignates the moment of “reflection into itself” of the exchange society, i.e., 
the moment when the subject of exchange offers on the market not only 
an object (his product/commodity), but himself as a commodity. Dia- 
lectical analysis conceives such a reflective inversion as a necessary con- 
sequence of the universalization of the exchange function: as soon as the 
exchange of commodities becomes universal and predominant, the labor 
force itself must appear on the market as a commodity. The crucial point 
not to be missed here, however, is that this becoming an object of exchange 
coincides with the emergence of pure subjectivity. That is to say, the whole 
point of Marx is that, in the opposition between the capitalist and the 
proletarian, it is the proletarian who stands for the pure subjectivity: it 
is precisely because he is reduced to pure, substanceless subjectivity (ie., 
because he is devoid of all objective conditions of the productive pro- 
cess—all he owns is his labor power) that the proletarian has to exchange 
himself (his labor power) on the market. As a good Hegelian, Marx knew 
that pure subjectivity is strictly correlative to becoming an exchangeable 
object—in other words, the paradox is that what is alienated (the dimen- 
sion of subjectivity) is literally constituted by way of the process of 
alienation. 

An even more fundamental case of this inversion of the subject into 
the object of exchange, of course, is the status of women within the 
(patriarchal) symbolic order: according to Claude Lévi-Strauss, their re- 
duction to an object of exchange between men (one of the three types of 
“objects” that are exchanged: women, words, material goods) pertains to 
the very notion of the symbolic order. If we bear in mind that, for a 
human being, “to become an object of exchange” implies the above- 
described structure of Versagung where, in exchange for the sacrifice of 
the kernel of his/her being, the subject is reduced to an object of ex- 
change—in other words, if we bear in mind that this becoming an object 
of exchange is strictly correlative to the emergence of subjectivity—the 
Lacanian thesis according to which woman epitomizes castration appears 
in a new light: the reduction of the woman to an object of exchange 
means that woman—not man—is the subject at its purest, i.e., the Cartesian 
cogito qua void, emptied by way of Versagung. In other words, men 
possess and exchange objects, whereas it is only women who designate 
the point at which this exchange (i.e., the external relationship between 
the subject and object of exchange) is “reflected into itself,” brought to 
the point of its self-reference, so that the subject of exchange so to speak 
“exchanges himself/herself” and becomes the object of exchange. In this 
precise sense, woman is “the symptom of man,” of man qua Cartesian 
subject: she marks the “return” of his “repressed,” i.e., she epitomizes 
what the Cartesian male subject, in his everyday self-understanding, is 
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compelled to “repress,” namely the Versagung which forms the hidden 
reverse of his freedom. 

In order to specify this aspect of the feminine ethical attitude Holly- 
wood, for the last time, can be of some help. What we have in mind, of 
course, is King Vidor’s Stella Dallas (1937), a true counterpart to the 
male Versagung in Rhapsody by reference to which we opened this sec- 
tion: the story of a mother who deliberately assumes the role of a vulgar 
debauchee so that her daughter can leave her and marry her high-society 
fiancé with a clear conscience. When, at the very end of the film, the 
mother (Barbara Stanwyck) observes the marriage ceremony, anonymous 
in the crowd near the church fence, and then leaves with a blissful expres- 
sion on her face, we find ourselves at the delicate turning point at which 
what appears to be the lowest level of patriarchal subordination of the 
woman turns into its opposite. That is to say, the first reading of the film 
which imposes itself is radically antifeminist: the mother finds the ful- 
fillment of her feminine mission in the ultimate sacrifice for the sake of 
her child’s (patriarchal-heterosexual) happiness. Yet the renunciation at 
work here is so radical that it is brought to the extreme of self-negation: 
the mother has to renounce the very effect of renunciation, the big Other 
(the public) does not perceive her gesture as a noble sacrifice, i.e., she is 
compelled to present her sacrifice as its opposite, as an act of loathsome 
corruption, so that she is deprived of the minimal narcissistic satisfaction. 
The void that the mother finds herself in at the end of the film is therefore 
simply the void of freedom: she is released from the burden of moth- 
erhood, the possibility of a new life opens up for her, of.a new beginning 
from the zero point. 

What we encounter here, again, is the opposition between the hard- 
boiled detective’s and the woman’s renunciation: the first renunciation 
remains within the narcissistic economy, it always counts on a “deeper” 
recognition from the big Other, whereas only a woman is capable of 
renunciation the result of which is that one is thrown upon oneself, ab- 
solutely. The Nietzschean subtitle of Stella Dallas could have been “the 
birth of the cogito from the spirit of melodramatic renunciation.” 


“Subjective destitution” 


It should be clear, now, why this reference to Versagung does not entail 
any kind of “regression” to a pre-Enlightenment, quasi-ritual idolatry of 
a primordial sacrifice: Versagung designates “Enlightenment in becom- 
ing” in the precise Kierkegaardian sense, i.c., a founding gesture which 
disappears, becomes invisible, once the symbolic space of Enlightenment 
is established. We have already indicated how the purest realization of 
the paradox of Versagung is the victim in the Stalinist trials; no wonder, 
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then, that in the domain of literature, one encounters the structure of 
Versagung in Bertolt Brecht’s “learning plays” (Lehrstticke) from the late 
1920s and early 1930s, a kind of literary counterpart to the Stalinist trials. 
Lacan takes as the third term that concludes the “trilogy of desire” in 
the Western drama, i.e., that comes after Antigone and Hamlet, the Cou- 
fontaine trilogy of Paul Claudel; The Measure Taken, the crucial “learning 
play,” serves perhaps even better to exemplify the tragic dimension of 
modern subjectivity. 

Brecht’s “learning plays” were motivated by his encounter with the 
universe of Noh plays—what we encroach upon thereby is the relationship 
of the West with Japan gua fantasy object. That is to say, the history of 
the so-called cultural exchange between Europe and Japan is a long story 
of missed encounters epitomized by the fate of Kurosawa’s Rashomon: 
in Europe it was celebrated as a discovery of Japan, whereas in Japan it 
failed, since it was perceived as all too European ... In Europe, Japan 
functions as a kind of fantasy screen onto which one projects one’s “re- 
pressed.”“° This fantasy image of Japan is ramified into two main 
branches: the “fanatic” Japan (kamikaze, samurai, the code of honor— 
Japan as the ethics of unconditional obedience) and the “semiotic” Japan 
(from Eisenstein to Barthes: kabuki, the Japanese art of painting—Japan 
as an empire of signs delivered from Western logocentrism). The first 
fantasy is usually appropriated by the political Right and the second by 
the Left—with one significant exception: Bertolt Brecht’s “learning plays”; 
the play which starts the series, Jasager (The One Who Says Yes) (1929), 
is a revised translation of an old Noh play, and the paradox is here double. 
First, Brecht—a radical Leftist—appropriated a problematic which, usu- 
ally, was the domain of the Right: since its theme is sacrifice, both the 
Left and the liberals attacked it as an unwelcome infusion of the au- 
thoritarian oriental attitude into the Western universe of democratic and 
rational openness. Yet, second point, things get complicated precisely 
apropos of this alleged import of the oriental attitude: upon a closer 
comparison of the Japanese original with Brecht’s version, it is easy to 
ascertain that precisely the features which troubled liberal critics so much 
were added by Brecht himself—we look in vain for them in the Japanese 
original.“ 

Jasager is a story of a village boy who voluntarily joins an expedition 
bound for a city beyond the high mountains in order to fetch medicine 
against a disease which is raging in the village. Up in the mountains, the 
boy falls ill and thus prevents the further progress of the expedition; so 
the other members put him to death, yet only after the boy has accepted 
his death, i.e., has agreed. with the custom which says that those who 
obstruct an expedition should be thrown over a precipice. Die Mass- 
nahme (The Measure Taken, 1930) transposes the same matrix into the 
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communist revolution: a group of communist agitators bound for a 
Chinese city where they are to organize revolution is joined by a young 
zealot. At the crucial moment, the young comrade breaks down: over- 
come by compassion toward those who suffer, he takes off the mask and 
displays his face in public. The revolutionary conspiracy is thereby bro- 
ken, a defeat ensues, and the group has to withdraw. On their escape, 
the young comrade is severely wounded; after obtaining his agreement, 
the group kills him and throws him into lime so that no trace of him 
will remain. The play is structured as a kind of flashback/voiceover nar- 
rative: the four agitators describe their acts at a Party tribunal (“Control 
Chorus”); at the end, the tribunal declares them innocent since their 
“measure” was justified. 

Brecht’s learning plays were an exercise in what he called the “large 
pedagogics” (die grosse Padagogik); later, he abandoned this approach and 
devised the “small pedagogics” of the “epic theatre,” which for him was 
not a further step in a progressive development, but precisely a compro- 
mise formation: up to his death, Brecht insisted that the only part of his 
work which actualized the “theater of the future” was the learning plays. 
In the “large pedagogics,” the partition that separates the actors from the 
public has to fall: those who “learn” are the actors themselves, not the 
public—how? It is here that we encounter the first Foucauldian element: 
apropos of Lehrstiicke, Brecht spoke about “bodily semiotics” (kérper- 
liche Semiotik)—learning plays are to denounce and undermine the ruling 
ideology not on the level of its general theoretical propositions, but on 
the level of the “microphysics of power,” of patterns of behavior, of the 
rituals which materialize ideological propositions. What we have here is 
the reverse of the Kantian freedom to argue—within the confines of the 
“public use of reason,” argue as much as you want, but, insofar as you 
are a cog in the (social) machine, obey: Brecht’s aim was to render visible 
this logic of “private” obedience.” Herefrom his request that the actors 
interchange parts, each of them successively assuming the role of the 
young comrade—does this request not bring to mind Foucault’s fasci- 
nation with the homosexual sado-masochist practices whose crucial fea- 
ture is precisely the interchangeability of roles? 

Yet—in a way Foucault would undoubtedly find cognate to his en- 
deavor—what was truly at stake in this interchanging of roles was a certain 
ethical gesture that appealed to Brecht in that period, the gesture of re- 
nunciation, of self-sacrifice: of saying Yes to one’s self-annihilation. This 
gesture is indicated by the very title of the first learning play, Jasager. 
there is a certain Yes which has to be repeated. The boy from Jasager 
says Yes twice: his first Yes is the Yes to the cause, to the mission he 
wants to join, while the second Yes affirms his agreement to his death, 
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ie., to the “‘valley-hurling.” It is the same with The Measure Taken,* 
where the first Yes is: 


In the interests of communism, agreeing to the advance of the 
proletarian masses of all lands, saying Yes to the revolutionizing 
of the world.(82) 


And the second Yes: 


FIRST AGITATOR: We must shoot you and throw you in the 
lime pit so the lime will burn you. And we ask you: do you agree 
to this? 

COMRADE: Yes. (106) 


Two features have to be kept in mind here if one is to avoid totally 
missing the point by making out of this Yes an ordinary case of heroic 
sacrifice for the cause. The second Yes is of a strictly formal nature, an 
empty gesture, since (in Jasager as well as in The Measure Taken) the 
chorus in the background somewhat cynically emphasizes that the young 
man will be put to death irrespective of his answer: 


FIRST AGITATOR: We are going to ask him if he agrees, for 
he was a brave fighter. 

SECOND AGITATOR: But even if he does not agree, he must 
disappear, and totally. (106) 


Furthermore, the requested sacrifice is not a simple case of the sacrifice 
for a cause, but far more radical: the subject must “disappear,” die, yet 
his sacrifice will not become a myth, it will not be remembered, he will 
not be inscribed into the register of historical memory as a hero. He must 
disappear “totally”—although, in Brecht’s text, “totally” refers to the de- 
struction of the young comrade’s body in the lime, it is not difficult to 
discern in the background what Jacques Lacan baptized ‘T’entre-deux- 
morts,’’ the difference between the two deaths, real and symbolic: “he 
must disappear,” and totally, i.e., it is not enough for him to be put to 
death, the very trace of his existence in the symbolic order: must be 
obliterated, he must become a “‘nonperson.” This second “Yes,” the Yes 
to one’s own disappearance, the acceptance of one’s “second death,” 
designates the eruption of what Freud called Todestrieb, death drive;** it 
ultimately equals die Versagung. 


It is precisely today, when the communist cause has failed, that one - 


has to return to Brecht in order to delineate the gesture of Versagung, of 
renunciation, in its formal purity, as a subject position implied by his 
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learning plays. In Kierkegaardian terms: the first Yes remains at the level 
of ethical mission, it designates the act of assuming an ethical mandate, 
whereas the second Yes points toward the “religious suspension of the 
ethical,” of the latter’s universal dimension.** The “Yes” to the ethical, 
brought to its extreme, sooner or later compels us to assume another, 
more radical Yes, a Yes which cuts the ground from under our feet, the 
Yes to the religious suspension of the ethical; the “Yes” to truth compels 
us to lie in the service of truth; the Yes to fight compels us to escape— 
in short, the Yes to a rule brings us to its founding exception, or, as Brecht 
himself puts it: 


Who fights for communism must be able to fight and not to 
fight; to speak the truth and not to speak the truth; to perform 
services and not to perform services, to keep promises and not 
to keep promises; to go into danger and to keep out of danger; 
to be recognizable and not to be recognizable. Who fights for 
communism has only one of all the virtues: that he fights for 
communism. (82) 


The subject “is” only insofar as there is this “‘ply’” of the universal which 
emerges not against the ethical obligation but as its ultimate fulfillment. 
In other words, what Brecht is aiming at is not the standard opportunist 
attitude which compels us to follow our interests, to tell the truth when 
it does not hurt, to tell a lie when the lie profits us, etc., but an inherent 
self-negation of ethics, ie., an ethical injunction which suspends ethical 
universality. It is precisely because of this “suspension of the ethical,” 
because of this split between honor and ethics (an ethical injunction to 
behave dishonorably), that Versagung is an eminently modern phenom- 
enon. Consequently, when Brecht asserts that, in saying Yes to the Rev- 
olution, one must “blot out one’s face,” achieve the state in which “you 
are yourself no longer” (82), what we have here is not the usual ethics 
of self-obliteration for the sake of the cause: one must, so to speak, ef- 
fectuate another turn of the screw and obliterate the obliteration itself, 
Le., renounce the obliteration gua pathetic gesture of self-sacrifice—this 
supplementary renunciation is what Lacan called “destitution subjec- 
tive.” The young comrade runs to his ruin by capitulating to the. logic 
of the pathetic sacrifice: he tears up the mask put on upon making a vow 
to the Revolution and begins to speak as “‘what he truly is,” as a human 
being full of compassion: 


“YOUNG COMRADE: I have seen too much. 
I shall therefore go before them 
As what I am 
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And state 
What is. 


FOUR AGITATORS: And we saw him in the twilight saw 
His naked face, human, open, guileless. 
He had torn up his mask. (102) 


The fundamental lesson of it is that there is more truth in the mask than 
in the face beneath it: the young comrade is lost (politically and ethically) 
the moment he takes off the mask. Is not this very prevalence of the 
mask the lesson that we, Europeans, can get from Japan? In this sense, 
Japanese civilization, the civilization of the mask, of “keeping one’s face,” 
functions as the very contrast of, say, the American ethics of the 1970s— 
the latter is quick to denounce this obsession with “keeping one’s face” 
as a “repressive” attitude that prevents us from giving free expression to 
our “true self,” i.e., it compels us to bear every abasement only to attain 
the “true selfs authentic expression.’’*° Foucault was adamantly opposed 
to this ethics of true self-expression: he strictly delimited his ethics of the 
subject’s self-construction from what he called the “Californian ethics” 
still subordinated to the truth regime—some expert or initiatic knowledge 
tells us “what we truly are” and thus impels us to realize our “true self.”’4” 

Which subject position, attitude, is therefore implied by this second 
Yes, by this acceptance of one’s disappearance? An identification with 
what psychoanalysis calls the “anal object,” a remainder, an amorphous 
leftover of some harmonious Whole—Lacan quotes Luther’s sermons: 
“You are the excrement which fell on the earth through the Devil’s 
anus.”48 In The Measure Taken, this identification with excrement is 
carried to the extreme in the precise sense of identification with the par- 
adoxical position of the legendary member of a cannibal tribe who ate 
the last cannibal so that there would be no cannibalism: 


Who are you? 

Stinking, be gone from 

The room that has been cleaned! Would that 
You were the last of the filth which 

You had to remove! (97) 


This excrement—this “impossible” object, this exception by means of 
which universality is simultaneously established and suspended—is the 
objectal equivalent of the Lacanian subject: what we have here is the 
subjective position of a “vanishing mediator,” of somebody who in ad- 
yance takes into account that the process he initiated will ultimately 
sweep him away. And it is precisely this notion of the subject qua con- 
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stitutive suspension of universality which enables us to approach in a 
new way the relationship between Foucault and Lacan. 

Contemporary doxa conceives them as the two exemplary represen- 
tatives of anti-Enlightenment “postmodernism” (Foucault: the mecha- 
nisms of discipline and control, Panopticon, etc., as the hidden reverse 
or the actual content of the Enlightenment’s universal Reason; Lacan: 
the “décentrement” of the Cartesian subject). Yet both of them inscribed 
their theoretical activity within the confines of the Enlightenment project 
(Foucault in his last years; Lacan constantly—suffice it to mention the 
cover text of Ecrits which locates Lacan’s endeavor in the continuation 
of le débat des lumiéres). In both cases, the crucial reference is Kant’s 
transcendental turn as the apogee of the Enlightenment (Foucault elab- 
orates it in his essay “What is Enlightenment?’’; Lacan in his écrit “Kant 
avec Sade” in which Kant is explicitly conceived as the starting point of 
the process in the “history of ideas” which led to the emergence of psy- 
choanalysis).’° In both cases, this reference to Kant hinges upon the no- 
tion of the subject; yet the elaboration of this notion brings about two 
completely different, mutually exclusive results: with Foucault, we get a 
subject who shapes himself without guarantee in a heteronomous, su- 
perior universal Reason—implying an ethics of “proper measure,” of self- 
masterhood, of the self gua harmonization of the antagonistic forces; with 
Lacan, we get $, a split/barred subject, subjected to an impossible im- 
perative—implying an ethics of the incommensurate, of a constitutive 
imbalance, in short, of the real-impossible. Foucault quotes as one of the 
historical prototypes of his ethics of the “care for the self’ the Renaissance 
ideal of the personality gua work of art; in this sense, one is tempted to 
conceive the opposition of Foucault and Lacan as the repetition of an- 
other opposition, that between Renaissance humanism and Protestant- 
ism, or, to fill in the names, between Erasmus of Rotterdam and Martin 
Luther. For that very reason, Lacan in his Ethics of Psychoanalysis refers 
to Luther who (as we have already seen) counters Erasmus’s humanism 
with the identification of man to God’s excrement—what we have here 
is the opposition between a harmonious work of art and the queer re- 
mainder which sticks out. 

Our aim here, of course, is not to judge “who is right,” i.e., simply to 
opt for one of the two possible readings of Kant, but rather to delineate 
the feature, the characteristic, by way of which Kant’s philosophy, viz. the 
Kantian ethical-philosophical attitude, opens up the field of both possi- 
bilities.°° This feature, of course, is the suspension of the universal: what 
Foucault and Lacan see in Kant is not an affirmation of the universal 
tribunal of Reason but, quite to the contrary, the affirmation of a certain 
fissure in the midst of this universality—in both cases, “subject” is a name 
for such a fissure. They both repudiate what Foucault succinctly baptized 
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“the Enlightenment’s blackmail” (if you refuse universal Reason and 
progress, you necessarily succumb to irrationalist obscurantism, etc.) by 
means of drawing a line of distinction between the “official” image of 
the Enlightenment—the ideology of universal Reason and the progress of 
humanity, etc.—and its reverse. 

In the case of Foucault, this reverse of the Enlightenment to be asserted 
is the “ontology of the present”: once support in the universal order of 
things is lost, once we are no longer able to rely on a preordained place 
in the all-embracing “chain of being,” the subject is “left to his own self’— 
he has to concoct autonomously the universality he is to follow. The fatal 
enchainment of power and knowledge is thereby broken, i.e., the matrix, 
in force from the Christian practice of confession to psychoanalysis, which 
compels the subject to attain the truth in himself and of himself—ulti- 
mately the truth about sex—by way of its verbalization, of its translation 
into the language of an expert invested with power (theologian, psy- 
choanalyst) who locates our proper place in the universal frame of knowl- 
edge and thereby tells us “what we really are.” The very idea of such a 
truth is a kind of performative fiction at the service of power, i.e., legi- 
timizing its exercise; the subject dwells in a void, he has so to speak to 
compose himself performatively, not just to arrive at his truth, not just 
to ascertain what he always already was. In this sense, one could say that 
Foucault’s implicit model is Kant’s critique of judgment, in which the 
subject confronts an object to which he cannot apply some preestablished 
rule or concept, but has himself to invent, to lay down, the universal rule 
under which this object falls—Foucault would probably endorse those 
new interpretations of Kant’s philosophy which emphasize the paradig- 
matic status of the third critique as the key offering a model to conceive 
adequately the first two. 

We can see, now, how Foucault is thoroughly justified in comparing 
his “esthetics of existence” to the Kantian turn: in his Critique of Judg- 
ment, Kant diagnoses esthetic judgments as a case of “universality with- 
out concept”—although without the guarantee in a previously established 
concept, they contain a claim to universal validity (when we say that 
something is beautiful, we do not know why it is beautiful, and yet we 
implicitly claim that everybody should find it beautiful). This is, then, 
the Foucauldian subject: a capacity of “self-relating,” of shaping out of 
one’s life an esthetic object, a “work of art,” of instigating out of oneself 
the universal rule one is to follow—the aim is no longer to recognize one’s 
place in the preordained structure of the cosmos, since every positing of 
a norm has its ground in the subject’s self-constitution, it manifests a 
specific way the subject relates to himself. In other words, every ontology 
is ultimately an “ontology of the present”: as universal and supratemporal 
as it may appear, it hinges upon the subject’s incessant (re)construction 
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of his own present, of the present historical moment. For that reason, 
the Olympian elevation and inner peace irradiated by the style of Fou- 
cauit’s last two books on antique ethical attitudes®! should not lead us 
astray: their ultimate aim is to instigate us, via their exemplary value, to 
repeat today the antique gesture and thereby deliver ourselves of the 
Christian frame. There certainly is a deep link connecting Foucault’s 
notion that Greek ethics strives toward a “universality without law” and 
Kant’s notion of the esthetic judgment as a “universality without con- 
cept.” In the case of Lacan, in contrast, this reverse of the Enlightenment 
is best epitomized by the title of one of his écrits: “Kant avec Sade”’—as 
he says in the last page of The Four Fundamental Concepts, the truth of 
the Kantian moral law is 


desire in its pure state, that very desire that culminates in the 
sacrifice, strictly speaking, of everything that is the object of love 
in one’s human tenderness—I would say, not only in the rejection 
of the pathological object, but also in its sacrifice and murder. 
That is why I wrote Kant avec Sade.” 


Therein consists, according to Lacan, Kant’s ultimate lesson: the subject 
“is” only insofar as the Thing (the Kantian Thing in itself as well as the 
Freudian impossible-incestuous object, das Ding) is sacrificed, “primor- 
dially repressed”—we are again at the motif of Versagung. This “pri- 
mordial repression” introduces a fundamental imbalance in the universe: 
the symbolically structured universe we live in is organized around a 
void, an impossibility (the inaccessibility of the Thing in itself). The 
Lacanian notion of the split subject is to be conceived against this back- 
ground: the subject can never fully “become himself,” he can never fully 
realize himself, he only ex-sists as the void of a distance from the Thing. 
The split thus divides the subject in his positive (i.e., “pathological,” 
empirical-contingent) features from the subject gua 0, the mark of the 
absent, “sacrificed” Thing. The Kantian overtones of this splitting are 
easy to recognize, since what we have here is the split between the subject 
qua the empty, substanceless “I think” of the transcendental appercep- 
tion, and the subject gua fullness of “person,” the pile of positive features 
of a phenomenal entity. 

This way, the splitting of the Kantian ethical subject also appears in a 
new light. That is to say, in the standard version of Kant’s philosophy, 
the ethical subject is torn between the universal moral law and particular 
“pathological” impulses; he appears condemned to a continuous inner 
struggle between complying with the law and succumbing to “patholog- 
ical” temptations, dedicated to the unending task of obliterating the path- 
ological. However, the moment we take into account the crucial fact that 
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the “sacrifice of the Thing” restricts us to the form of law, to the law qua 
empty form (for Kant, the place of the supreme good is by definition 
empty), this standard version loses ground: the subject is split, yet the 
place of the split shifts, the split traverses the within of Law and of the 
domain of pleasures, imposing on each of them the loop-like structure 
of a Moebius band. Concerning the law: Enlightenment relies on the 
subject’s maturity and autonomy, it demands that the subject renounce 
his unqualified obedience to heteronomous laws; yet at this very moment 
the subject encounters in his midst an incomparably more rigorous com- 
mand which unconditionally claims its part, paying no regard to his actual 
abilities (“You can because you must!”). At the very moment of achieving 
autonomy, of suspending the hold of heteronomous, externally imposed 
laws, the subject is thus forced to confront a far more severe Master 
whose injunction decenters him from within.*? A homologous inversion 
takes place in the domain of pleasures: the very renunciation to pleasures 
brings about a paradoxical surplus enjoyment, an “enjoyment in pain,” 
in displeasure, baptized by Lacan jouissance, the “impossible” /traumatic/ 
painful enjoyment beyond the pleasure principle. If we read these two 
theoretical gestures together, the conclusion which imposes itself, of 
course, is that Law, in its most radical dimension, is the “superego,” i.e., 
an injunction to enjoyment with which it is impossible to comply. Fou- 
cault’s implicit reproach to Lacan concerns the latter’s allegedly negative 
conception of Law as the force of prohibition®*—yet Lacan’s concept of 
the superego designates precisely law in its positive, productive dimen- 
sion.°5 The split, therefore, does not take place between moral law and 
pathological desires, but between enjoyment and pleasure: on the one 
hand, there is the mad-obscene law which is incommensurate with our 
well-being insofar as it derails the psychic equilibrium by way of ordering 
enjoyment; on the other hand, there is the tension between the pleasure 
principle and its externally imposed limitations, i.e., the dialectic of the 
pleasure and reality principles, the art of the “proper measure” of con- 
taining pleasure which assures its long-term preservation. 

It may seem paradoxical to evoke a “crack in the universality” apropos 
of Kant: was Kant not obsessed by the Universal, was not his fundamental 
aim to establish the universal form (constitutive) of knowledge, does his 
ethics not propose the universal form of the rule which regulates our 
activity as the sole criterion of morality, etc.? Yet as soon as the Thing 
in itself is posited as unattainable, every universality is potentially sus- 
pended, it implies a point of exception at which its validity, its hold, is 
canceled, or, to put it in the language of contemporary physics, a point 
of singularity—this “singularity” is ultimately the Kantian subject himself, 
namely the empty subject of the transcendental apperception. The crack 
in the universality finds its clearest expression in the hypothesis of “rad- 
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ical evil,” i.e., in the paradoxical possibility, envisaged by Kant (later 
taken over and further elaborated by Schelling), of evilness qua ethical 
attitude, of our being evil on account of the principle, not because we 
succumbed to “pathological” impulses.** In his Political Unconscious, 
Fredric Jameson quotes Brecht’s famous lines on the mask of the Japanese 
demon, its swollen veins and hideous grimace 


all betokening 
What an exhausting effort it takes 
To be evil.°” 


It is here, apropos ofa Japanese mask, that Brecht and Kant unexpectedly 
meet: in this notion of evil as a pure spiritual attitude, far more “supra- 
sensible” than good. Therein consists, ultimately, the secret of the Kan- 
tian sublime: if beauty is a symbol of morality (of the good), the sublime 
announces evilness gua ethical stance—this is the power discernible in 
what Kant calls the “dynamical sublime,” the power that an image of 
terrifying unruly nature evokes by way of its very failure to represent it 
adequately: an ethical (principled, implacable), yet radically evil rage. It 
is easy to follow one’s natural impulses of compassion and be good, help 
a neighbor in distress, etc.; how much more difficult it is to be truly evil! 
And is Foucault’s image of antiquity ultimately not the mythical notion 
of an age in which we had a subject not yet caught in these annoying 
paradoxes of surplus enjoyment, a subject still capable of finding peace 
and harmony in the esthetic formation of his self?58 That is to say, iS not 
the fundamental paradox of the Christian logic of confession which 
Foucault wanted to get rid of that it extracts enjoyment out of the very 
renunciation/denunciation of the “pleasures of the flesh,” is not this 
surplus enjoyment what drives a Christian believer into ever new 
renunciations? 

Perhaps, these two notions of the subject, the Foucauldian and the 
Lacanian, are not after all so exclusive as it may appear: the construction 
of the self without a guarantee in the universality of Reason is possible 
only against the background of Versagung. If there was ever a theoretician 
sensitive to the latent ascetic dimension of the “esthetics of existence,” 
it was Foucault: the Foucauldian “culture of the self” is ultimately noth- 
ing but a constant endeavor to set measures to the monstrous excess 
called “the Kantian subject,” to introduce a semblance of harmonious 
design into it, i.e., to master, to contain, to reduce to a bearable level its 
incommensurability. The problem, of course, is that this endeavor is 
ultimately doomed to fail since the imbalance is constitutive: the Fou- 
cauldian subject is synonymous with the successful subjectivization, with 
the formation of the self gua an esthetic whole; the Lacanian subject is 
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synonymous with its failure, i.c., it is correlative to the anal object, to 
the excrement which is the leftover of every subjectivization. 


“Tarrying with the Negative” 


A crucial misunderstanding must be avoided here: thus conceived, 
Versagung is not something that arises in a second time, after a long 
period of our total imprisonment within the texture of symbolic destiny— 
itis, on the contrary, “originary,” i.e., what we call “new-age subjectivity 
actualized, brought to the light of the day, something that was contained 
in potentia in the most elementary relationship of the subject to the 
signifier. What we have here is an exemplary case of the difference be- 
tween dialectical historicity proper and “historicism”: in historicism, the 
paradox of historicity (the thing in question becomes—reveals itself, 
proves itself to be—what it always already was) is somehow “flattened, 
reduced to a linear succession of “epochs” (first the all-powerful fate 
whose puppets we are; then the subject capable of disengaging himself 
from it, of assuming distance from it, and so on). To elucidate this crucial 
distinction, let us recall two examples. According to the famous propo- 
sition from Marx’s Communist Manifesto, all hitherto history is a history 
of class struggles; yet—in an apparently contradictory move—Marx never 
ceases to insist that the bourgeoisie is the first “class” stricto sensu: the 
antagonism between bourgeoisie and proletariat is the first class antag- 
onism which “appears as such,” not camouflaged by the rich texture of 
casts, guilds, etc.—thus, it enables us to decipher the preceding social 
antagonisms as concealed forms of class struggle. It is similar with Claude 
Lefort’s famous definition of democracy as a system in which the locus 
of power is “empty,” i.c., a system founded on an unsurpassable gap 
separating the symbolic locus of power from real political agents who, 
temporarily, occupy it (“exert power”); Lefort’s point is not that it was 
only with democracy that the locus of power was evacuated—it always 
already was empty, anyone who purported to be its possessor always 
already was an impostor, yet this void became actual and. visible only 
by the advent of democracy. This is, ultimately, what the Hegelian couple 
in itself—for itself is about, ie., it is in this sense that the dialectical 
process forms a “closed circle” where a thing “becomes what it already 
was,” 

Consequently, our position here is radically “Eurocentric”: the break 
of the Enlightenment is irreversible, the epoch of the Enlightenment is 
“an epoch to end all epochs,” ie., by means of the Versagung which 
constitutes the subject of the Enlightenment, an abyss becomes visible 


against the background of which all other epochs can be experienced in 


their epochal closure, as something ultimately contingent.*° The point is 
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simply that the Enlightenment, like a cancerous tissue, contaminates all 
preceding organic unity and changes it retroactively into an affected pose. 
In Hegelese: as soon as we enter the Enlightenment, every presupposition 
(of an organic ground) is suspected of being “posited.” Suffice it to recall 
the returns to oriental wisdom, the rejections of the so-called “Western 
Protestant-Cartesian imperialist paradigm,” which abound today. Ap- 
ropos of them, one usually emphasizes the need to distinguish authentic 
cases of such “returns” from their commercialized distortions (newspaper 
ads for “transcendental meditation,” e.g.). Yet perhaps such an opposi- 
tion is all too naive; perhaps what appears as a commercialized distortion 
of the authentic oriental wisdom is today its truth; perhaps the very 
“return to the lost oriental wisdom” is already in service of the late- 
capitalist social machine, facilitating the untroubled run of its nuts and 
bolts—perhaps we betrayed “oriental wisdom” the moment we uprooted 
it from its pretechnological life world and transfunctionalized it into an 
individual therapeutic means. In other words, here, also, the dialectical 
maxim “the cleaner you are, ther dirtier you are” is in force: the more 
“truly” you return to oriental wisdom, the more your effort contributes 
to the transformation of oriental wisdom into a cog in the Western social 
machine ... The reverse of it is that those who preach “multicultural 
decenterment,” “openness toward non-European cultures,” etc., thereby 
unknowingly affirm their “Eurocentrism,” since what they demand is 
imaginable only within the “European” horizon: the very idea of cultural 
pluralism relies on the Cartesian experience of the empty, substanceless 
subjectivity—it is only against the background of this experience that 
every determinate form of substantial unity can appear as something 
ultimately contingent. 

All this has radical consequences for the problem which undoubtedly 
is the problem of our time: the ecological crisis. The most “natural” 
reaction to it—something akin to a “spontaneous philosophy of ecolo- 
gists”—consists in the above-mentioned ideological gesture usually re- 
ferred to as the “shift from the Protestant-Cartesian (mechanistic, an- 
thropocentric) to a new post-Cartesian (holistic, organic) paradigm.” 
According to it, the contemporary ecological crisis has its roots in 
modern-age subjectivism with its manipulative relationship to nature qua 
object of technological domination—so, to get out of the crisis, one has 
to commit oneself to a new attitude of assent, of complying with things 
instead of exerting control over them, to an attitude which conceives 
nature as a living organism (the earth as Gaia, a living body, etc.) and 
man as its subordinated part ... What we have here is a desperate en- 
deavor to return to the pre-Enlightenment, to a world in which the split 
between facts and meaning has not yet taken place, to a world where a 
deep sense inheres to nature itself, to a world animated by an invisible 
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soul, to a world ofa preestablished harmony between man, society, and 
cosmos, guaranteed by a set of metaphorical equivalences (society as a 
corporate body, e.g.)—an endeavor problematic not because of its utopian 
nature but due to the fact that, once the bacillus of Enlightenment has 
infected us, its very success corroborates subjectivism.® That is to say, 
the more we emphasize the break with anthropocentrism, man’s subor- 
dination to the totality of nature, etc., the more this totality of nature is 
perceived, in an implicit way, from the standpoint of the human interest: 
there is no purely “natural” equilibrium, clean rivers and air, etc., are 
desirable only if, underhand, we observe nature sub specie man’s survival. 
In other words, such an ecologically oriented ‘“decenterment” already 
relies on a surreptitious teleological subordination of nature to man; if, 
consequently, we are to accept Heidegger’s warning about ‘“modern-age 
subjectivity” as the site of the ultimate “danger,” we must add that this 
danger consists precisely in our unwillingness to confront the abyss of 
the subject, i.c., in our unquestioned acceptance of some self-posited 
ground authorizing us to exert power, be it nation or Earth as an organism. 
For that reason, the celebrated “postmodern” return to transsubjective 
roots (from discovering one’s ethnic origins to identifying with the “space- 
ship Earth”) remains thoroughly within the confines of the “modern age 
subjectivity”—the very remedy against ecological catastrophe regenerates 
its alleged cause. 

The crucial point is to conceive the relationship between subject and 
subjectivization as an antagonistic one. By means of “subjectivization,” 
the subject (presup)poses the existence of a symbolic network which en- 
ables him to experience the universe as a meaningful totality, as well as 
to locate his place in it, i.e., to identify himself with a place in the symbolic 
space: say, in the predominant ecological ideology, the gesture by means 
of which the subject assumes the “new holistic paradigm” and is inter- 
pellated as the one who should not disturb the natural balance ... In 
other words, subjectivization designates what, in “deconstructionism,” 
one calls assuming a determinate subject position, recognizing oneself as 
a socially defined “somebody”; in this way, the chaos of the encounter 
of the real is transformed into a meaningful narrative. The counterpoint 
to this process of subjectivization, the encounter of the real in its sense- 
lessness, however, is not a “process without the subject,” but the subject 
itself. what the subjectivization renders invisible is die Versagung, its 
void—subjectivization is a way to elude the void which “is” the subject, 
it is ultimately a defense mechanism against the subject.*! 

Paradoxically, therefore, the only true step out of “modern-age sub- 
jectivism”’ is to acknowledge fully die Versagung constitutive of Cartesian 
subjectivity. 
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Notes 


1. The two exemplary cases of it are Cahiers du Cinéma’s extolling of Under 
Capricorn and Fredric Jameson’s reaffirmation of Stage Fright as one of the 
crucial Hitchcock’s films. 


2. One way to introduce a kind of order in this bric-d-brac of clichés on noir 
is to arrange them in four groups with reference to the four levels of inter- 
pretation theorized by medieval hermeneutics (a procedure reactualized by 
Fredric Jameson in his Political Unconscious (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1981)): (1) literal (the textual mechanisms: chiaroscuro 
photography, voiceover/flashback and other formal narrative devices, etc.); 
(2) allegorical (codes which regulate the diegetic reality of the noir universe: 
the figures of the hard-boiled detective, of the fernme fatale, the corrupted 
social environs, etc.); (3) anagogical (the collective historical experience 
which forms the referential background of the noir universe: the corruption 
of the American megalopolis epitomized by Los Angeles, the disintegrative 
social impact of World War II, etc.); (4) moral (the existential noir vision: 
the dialectics of freedom and fate, etc.). What one has to do apropos of this 
tetrad, of course, is to subvert its underlying premise, the causal chain run- 
ning from (4) to (1): in opposition to theology, level (1) is to be conceived 
as the “cause” of level (2)—i.e., the diegetic content depends upon formal 
procedures (the classical Jamesonian example: Hemingway arrived at the 
content of his stories by looking for themes which fit his type of sentences)— 
and level (3) as the “cause” of level (4)—ie., the individual’s existential 
vision depends upon the collective historical experience (which, in the case 
of film noir, coincides with the historical referent evoked by Deleuze as the 
background of the shift from the “movement image” to the “time image”). 


3. Fora more detailed elaboration of this dialectic, see Slavoj Zizek, Looking 
Awry: An Introduction: to Lacan through Popular Culture (Cambridge, 
Maass.: MIT Press, 1991), pp. 71-73. 


4. The usual quick sociologization explains the passage of the classical logic- 
and-deduction detective novel into the hard-boiled novel by reference to 
the passage of individualist capitalism with its Protestant ethic into corporate 
capitalism with its “heteronomous,” “other-directed” individual (cf. John 
G. Cawelti, Adventure, Mystery, and Romance (Chicago: Chicago University 
Press, 1976)). However, it seems more productive to take as a starting point 
Fredric Jameson’s hypothesis according to which the entire historiography, 
even when its “official” object is some distant, exotic civilization, actually 
varies one and only motif, the passage of precapitalist “organic” community 
into capitalist society—is not the transformation of the logic-and-deduction 
novel into the hard-boiled novel also one of the cases of it? The context of 
the logic-and-deduction novel is “capitalism which is not yet itself,” a har- 
monious society with clearly defined hierarchy and order (it is by no means 
accidental that there are two main locations which serve as the locus of 
murder in it: the mansion of a rich nobleman with the proverbial butler as 
the prime suspect; the idyllic small town—the two residues of the organic 
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12. 


community within capitalism), whereas the hard-boiled novel marks the 
irruption of imbalance and corruption, the disintegration of the organic links 
(in its first page, Hammett’s Red Harvest throws cards on the table as to 
how “Poisonville” became ruled by the gangsters: in order to crush the strike, 
the employers called out the mob who quickly broke the workers’ resistance, 
yet on the way conquered power .. .). And, again, one should avoid the false 
problem of locating precisely the point of historical (“diachronic”) demar- 
cation—it is far more productive to conceive this opposition as a structural 
(“synchronous”) antagonism inherent to capitalism as such: capitalism is 
never “pure,” it is either caught in the illusion of organic unity or it perceives 
itself as a universe in disintegration. 


Cf, Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VII: L’Ethique de la pscyhanalyse 
(Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1986). In today’s public opinion, this interspace 
is epitomized by the uncanny position of AIDS patients—still alive, yet 
already marked by death. 


This logic was brought to the absurd utmost in Billy Wilder’s Sunset Bou- 
levard (1950) in which a corpse narrates the story that led to its death. 


“What cinema must grasp is not the identity of a character, whether real or 
fictional, through his objective and subjective aspects. It is the becoming of 
the real character when he himself starts to “make fictions’, when he enters 
‘the flagrant offense of making up legends’” (Gilles Deleuze, The Time- 
Image (London: The Athlone Press, 1989), p. 150). 


Herefrom the next characteristic which distinguishes the noir universe from 
the traditional detective novel: in the latter, the task with which the detective 
is charged can be taken at its face value (the problem is really the identity 
of the murderer, the novel does not cheat at this level), whereas in the hard- 
boiled novel, as a rule, it turns out that the client who hires the detective 
is part of a game which differs radically from what appears to be the case 
(e.g. say, the detective is hired to deliver ransom at an out-of-the-way lo- 
cation, yet the true aim of it is to assure his presence at this location at a 
time X in order to frame him with a murder... ). 


Cf. Pascal Bonitzer, Décadrages (Paris: Cahiers du Cinéma, 1985), pp. 67- 
68. 

As for this shift, cf. Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (London: 
Verso Books, 1989), Chapter 2. 


Cf Otto Weininger, Geschlecht und Character (Vienna: 1903; Munich: 
Matthes und Seitz, 1980). 


The parallel that imposes itself here, of course, is that between the femme 
fatale in the noir universe and the lady in the medieval tradition of “courtly 
love” (amour courtois): the femme fatale is the lady insofar as she is possible 
today, as the hard-boiled detective is the knight insofar as he is possible 
today. Yet why is noir’s femme fatale marked with overexposed sensuality 
and vulgarity, in contrast to the lady’s sublime, unattainable stature? The 
answer is, again, the changed status of the big Other, of the symbolic com- 
munity, i.e., its deneutralization, its acquiring of paranoiac features. In the 
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Middle Ages, evil was epitomized by the nameless Black Knight who, upon 
his defeat, pronounced his name and was thus reintegrated into the symbolic 
community; yet in the noir universe, it is the agent of good who is forced 
to operate in “noir,” as fundamentally nameless and nonrecognized (in the 
stories and first novels of Hammett, the detective actually is a nameless 
“Continental Op’), since the space of the Other, the domain of public 
Names, is in itself evil. For that reason, the lady, the embodiment of social 
recognition, also turns evil. 


As for the feminine nature of act, cf. chapter 2 of the present book. 


Even in Poe’s The Purloined Letter where the constellation of the three gazes 
is staged for the first time (the minister who steals the queen’s letter: the 
queen who can only observe the act helplessly; the king who sees it all but 
does not recognize the meaning of it), the third gaze, that of the ignorant 
Other, is embodied in the king, the representative of symbolic authority. 


Raymond Chandler, “The Simple Art of Murder,” in Pearls Are a Nuisance 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1977), p. 198. 


In Miller’s Crossing (Joel and Ethan Coen, 1989), a nonaccredited remake 
of The Glass Key, this opposition is rendered brilliantly by the contrast of 
the restrained Gabriel Byrne and the boastful Albert Finney. 


LeCarré’s A Perfect Spy is also centered on the relationship of the treacherous 
subject to the obscene paternal figure: its main character, Magnus Pym, the 
“perfect spy,” took the way of perdition on account of his father, an obscene 
debauchee, a swindler, and an impostor, the very embodiment of boastful 
vulgarity. The key to the novel is offered by the formula “Love is whatever 
you can still betray,” the quintessence of the obsessive economy: we can 
betray only those whom we truly love. In other words, the alternative “does 
he love me or did he betray me?” is wrong: betrayal is the ultimate confir- 
mation of love. 


The Name of the Father is therefore experienced as the “repressive” agency 
of prohibition which gives rise to the subject’s desire for subversion, whereas 
the obscene “primordial father” drains the subject, hinders his desire. In- 
stead of a son who endeavors to undermine the paternal authority and to 
“live fully,” we get a son who, from shame at the father’s obscene imposture, 
withdraws into ascetic purity. 

Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (Har- 
mondsworth: Penguin Books, 1979), p. 276. 

In the established hard-boiled universe, this triangle of the hero, the obscene 
paternal figure, and their shared woman undergoes a shift: the hero is torn 
between the femme fatale and the symbolic obligation, contract, which links 
him to “man’s world”—yielding to the femme fatale is experienced as a 
betrayal of the symbolic obligation, i.e., the femme fatale seduces the hero 
into breaking the contract (even if it is only the contract with a gangster 
boss, as in Criss-Cross, Out of the Past, or Killers). 

The constellation is here much clearer than in The Maltese Falcon which 
remains the most popular among Hammett’s novels, the only one still 
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22. 
23. 


24. 


25. 


26. 


27. 
28. 


29. 


30. 


31. 


32. 


33. 


“alive,” precisely because in it, the Chandlerian gesture is already accom- 
plished: Sam Spade is already a standard hard-boiled detective whose in- 
tegrity is threatened by a femme fatale (Brigid O’Shaughnessy), which is why 
the obscene paternal figure disappears from it~what we find in its place is 
a series of supplementary figures (Fatso Gutman, Joel Cairo, etc.). 


Dashiell Hammett, The Glass Key (London: Pan Books Ltd, 1975), p. 220. 


At the very end of Hitchcock’s Notorious, Sebastian also disappears into the 
doors of his mansion and thereby falls into the hands of the Nazi butchers. 


In this sense, All the King’s Men (Robert Penn Warren’s novel as well as 
Robert Rossen’s film) is definitely to be counted as a noir work—we en- 
counter in it all the crucial ingredients of the noir universe: the corrupted/ 
charismatic paternal figure (Governor Stark); the ambiguous attitude of the 
main character (the journalist) toward him, centered upon the problem of 
fidelity and betrayal; the fact that they both share the love of the same 
woman; the main character’s blackout in the crucial moment when he should 
elucidate his attitude toward Stark (upon learning that they share the same 
love, he withdraws into drunkenness); the flashback/voiceover narrative; 
the link connecting social depravity with the theme of the “ontological” 
corruption of the universe as such, etc. 


Richard Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1989), p. 179. 


It is this shift into the “supernatural” which brings about the forceful re- 
habilitation of the “innocent” paternal figure (Major Briggs). 


Chandler, “The Simple Art of Murder,” op. cit., p. 195. 


The untitled respondent paper by Etienne Balibar in Lacan avec les philo- 
sophes (Paris: Albin Michel, 1991), p. 92. 


This is also what the “professional ethics” of the hard-boiled detective is 
about: on behalf of his commitment to his job, he casts off the woman 
precisely insofar as she “is everything to him”... 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, Le Seminaire, livre VIII: Le Transfert (Paris: Editions 
du Seuil, 1991), pp. 353-55. Incidentally, Lacan articulates the concept of 
Versagung and the theme of the “father who knows” apropos of Paul Clau- 
del’s Coufontaine trilogy whose central constellation ressembles strangely 
the triangle constitutive of The Glass Key: a woman shared by the son and 
his obscene “humiliated father” (/e pére humilié, the title of the third part). 


Cf. Martin Heidegger, “Das Wort,” in Unterwegs zur Sprache (Pfullingen: 
Neske Verlag, 1959). This link connecting the noir hero with Heidegger is 
not so unusual as it may appear; attention to it was drawn already by Fredric 
Jameson in “The Synoptic Chandler,” in Shadows of Noir, ed. Joan Copjec 
and Mike Davis (London and New York: Verso, 1992). 


Cf. Gianni Vattimo, The End of Modernity (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Uni- 
versity Press, 1989). 


Lacan, Le Séminaire, livre VII: Le Transfert, p: 380. 


teat UC ec. te i aS ea apt et aber 


OAS LAE nA a A at ain secant 


34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 


38. 


39. 


Why Are There Always Two Fathers? / 191 


Ibid, p. 380. 
Ibid., pp. 380-81. 
Ibid., p. 381. 


Another way to determine this shift is via a distinction between the subjec- 
tive and the objective genitive: as a shift from the desire of thé Other in the 
sense of what the Other desires, to the desire of the Other in the sense of 
the desire for the Other, i.e., of the Other as the object of desire. (Ibid., pp. 
314-15.) The enigma that pertains to the very status of the subject of desire 
is the famous “Che vuoi?’—what does the Other want of me, what does he 
see in me that causes his desire, which is that X, the object-treasure which 
makes me an object of the Other’s desire? The only way to get out of this 
impasse is to offer myself to the Other as the object of his desire: as Lacan 
puts it, in love, the subject “gives what he does not possess,” objet petit a, 
the hidden treasure which is what is “in him more tham himself.” In this 
way, I simultaneously “return my love” to the Other, i.e., I determine my 
desire as the desire for the Other: I make him into the object of my desire 
in order to be able to avoid the abyss of his desire. 

This, of course, is precisely what the psychoanalyst by definition must not 
do: his is to maintain open the abyss of “Che vuoi?” at any price, he must 
never return the (transferential) love to the analysand. For that reason, the 
ambiguity of the subjective and objective genitive enables us also to generate 
the antinomy of knowledge and being that pertains to the notion of trans- 
ference: in transference, the analyst functions as the sujet supposé savoir, he 
is supposed to know the truth about the analysand’s desire; yet he is si- 
multaneously the object of the analysand’s desire, the embodiment of objet 
petit a, possessing the mysterious je ne sais quoi which triggers transferential 
love. Although, in 1961, Lacan had not yet disposed of the notion of the 
“subject supposed to know,” he was already able to explicate the terms of 
this antinomy: “... at the very place where we are supposed to know /ow 
nous sommes supposés savoir], we are expected to be, to be nothing more 
and nothing else than the real presence, precisely insofar as this presence is 
unconscious” (Ibid., p. 315). The only way for us, analysts, to attain the 
mystery of the desire of the Other (analysand) is—temporarily, for the time 
of the transference—to occupy ourselves the place of objet petit a, to incarnate 
the object-cause of his desire. In other words, the way to the truth about the 
Other’s desire leads through the transferential i//usion in which we incarnate 
the object of the Other’s desire. 


For an actualization of this formula with a view to the analysis of ideology, 
cf. Fredric Jameson, “The Vanishing Mediator; or, Max Weber as Story- 
teller,” in The Ideologies of Theory, Vol. 2 (Minneapolis: University of Min- 
nesota Press, 1988). 


For a similar reading of the final scene of Stella Dallas, cf. William Rothman, 
“Pathos and Transfiguration in the Face of the Camera: A Reading of Stella 
Dallas,” in The “I” of the Camera (Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988). 
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The reverse of it is that reference to Japan becomes relevant in the most 
unexpected places. Is there anything more “European” than the Hegelian 
notion of the state gua constitutional monarchy with well-defined estates, 
etc.? Yet those who are prone to dismiss quickly this model as outdated, as 
an expression of Hegel’s political compromises and illusions, should first 
consider that modern Japan presents an almost verbatim realization of He- 
gel’s vision: a monarchy with the emperor reduced to a symbolic role, with 
a corporate structure which checks the political dynamics, with a country 
estate kept alive to counterbalance the disintegrative impact of modern in- 
dustry and to safeguard organic tradition, etc. Cf. David Colb, The Critique 
of Pure Modernity (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988), p. 281. 


Brecht relied on the German translation (Elizabeth Hauptmann) of the En- 
glish version by Arthur Waley, Taniko, The Valley-Hurling. 


Michel Foucault, in his interpretation of Kant’s What is Enlightenment? (cf. 
“What is Enlightenment,” in The Foucault Reader, ed. Paul Rabinow (Har- 
mondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984)), draws attention to this paradoxical 
split between the “public” and “private” use of reason, yet, strangely, he 
does not establish the link between the required “private” obedience and 
his own motif of disciplinary mechanisms as the constitutive reverse of free 
subjectivity. 

Numbers following the quotes from The Measure Taken refer to the pages 
in Bertolt Brecht, The Jewish Wife and Other Short Plays (New York: Grove 
Press, 1965). 


As for the notion of the “between two deaths” and the “death drive,” cf. 
chapter 4 of Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology. 


As for these Kierkegaardian notions, cf. section 3.1 of the present book. 


How far we are from the intersubjective relationships depicted in the great 
Henry James’s masterpieces, where even the rudest refusal or betrayal is 
conveyed in the form of gentle, courteous conversation! 


Cf. Michel Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics: An Overview of Work 
in Progress,” in The Foucault Reader. 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, Le séminaire, livre VI: L’Ethique de la psychanalyse, p. 
111. 


Cf. Jacques Lacan, “Kant avec Sade,” in Ecrits (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 
1966), pp. 765-66. Furthermore, let us recall that the subtitle of one of 
Lacan’s key écrits, “Instance of the Letter in the Unconscious,” is “Reason 
after Freud.” 


We encounter a similar paradox of two opposite, mutually exclusive, yet 
uncannily close interpretations apropos of Spinoza, whose work served as 
a fundamental point of reference to Louis Althusser as well as to Gilles 
Deleuze: for Althusser, Spinoza was the first to elaborate the opposition 
between ideological imaginary and strict conceptual knowledge, whereas for 
Deleuze, Spinoza’s philosophy articulates a polymorphous machinery of 
desire, its modalities and intensities, which excludes the possibility of an 
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abstract-universal theoretical stance; one is even tempted to say that the 
opposition Lacan-Foucault repeats the opposition Althusser-Deleuze at an- 
other level, apropos of Kant. 


Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure (New York: Vintage Books, 1986) and 
The Care of the Self (New York: Vintage Books, 1988). 


Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, pp. 
275-76. 


Cf. Mladen Dolar, “The Legacy of the Enlightenment: Foucault and Lacan,” 
in New Formations 14 (Summer 1991). 


This reproach is elaborated in Michel Foucault, History of Sexuality, Vol- 
ume I (New York: Vintage, 1980). 


“Nothing whatsoever presses us to enjoy except the superego. Superego is 
the imperative of enjoyment—Enjoy!’ (Jacques Lacan, Le séminaire, livre 
XX: Encore (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1975), p. 10). 


Cf. Book One of Immanuel Kant, Religion Within the Limits of Reason 
Alone (New York: Harper, 1960). 


Cf. Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (Cornell: Cornell University 
Press, 1981), p. 269. 


Cf. Jacques-Alain Miller, “Michel Foucault et la psychanalyse,” in Michel 
Foucault philosophe (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1989). 


For a similar view, cf. Robert Pippin, Modernism as a Philosophical Problem 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Basil Blackwell, 1991). 


It is here that the difference between Freud and Jung is insurmountable: the 
fundamental premise of Freud’s Civilization and its Discontents is that the 
universe is utterly meaningless—it is not structured in compliance with hu- 
man desires, there is no harmony between microcosm and macrocosm— 
whereas Jung reinscribes a psychoanalytical problematic into the frame of 
“cosmic principles” which guarantee correspondences between human life 
and the universe at large (yin and yang as psychic and cosmic principles, 
etc.). 


One could refer here to the Kantian opposition of the beautiful and the 
sublime: the chaos of wild nature is “sublime” insofar as, per negationem, 
it recalls the dimension of the suprasensible Idea. It is the same with the 
encounter of the senseless real: the subject is never simply absent from it— 
the very absence, the lack that the brute presence of the real recalls is the 
subject. : 


